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This book is dedicated to my parents, who always let me dream.

PrologueOn the other side of the world—not the other side of the globe, but the other side of existence—a dragon took flight. He was silver and brown, and seemed to meld with the mist that wreathed the steep, sharp crags. The mountain he circled was one of strange myths, so tall that no man or elf or four-footed beast had ever climbed it, so hard no dwarf had ever dug its depths. Some thought God lived at the peak, some considered it the domicile of husband sun and wife moon, and some believed it a barren wasteland where no life could ever survive.
The dragons knew the truth. Only they had breath enough and will enough to reach the highest of peaks. And this dragon was testing his breath and strength and will; his magnificent wings, with membranes so fine and clear they seemed like a net meant to capture the stars, strove hard, cleaving the wind, pushing just a little bit farther. He was tiring, and even he, a prince of the northern frost dragons, felt the cold like an ache in his bones.
Heaving forward, he broke free of the last of the clouds, his scales glittering like snow in the pale moonlight. The summit still seemed far away, but he continued, straining, for he had no choice.
When he finally made the top, he didn't stop, flying almost vertically until he had no more breath and darkness dotted the corners of his vision. He dived, let gravity take him, folding his wings back against his body. Closer to death than he had ever been, he did not see this as the end. This was a dive of faith, and he concentrated instead on another place only seen in dragon dreams. Soil and rock rushed up to meet him, but he kept his eyes open. He was close enough, in those last seconds, to see the fine cracks in the parched earth.
Then he was tumbling through absolute blackness. First came emptiness as his magic was ripped away; then pain as his bones began to shift. He concentrated, reminding himself where he was going, who he was.
He came out of darkness and into twilight, fetching up against a tree. He pushed himself up, trying to focus on the land around him. His bones shifted again, and the prince of dragons threw back his head and screamed as wings withered, as scales transmuted into cloth. His coming was like a flare in the night for those who knew how to watch, a ripple across minds and hearts. They knew he had crossed through, but they did not know who or what he was, what his presence meant to them.
* * * *On the The Flying Dutchman, a group of elves looked to their captain. The captain's wife pulled out her charts.
"It's only the first sign,” she whispered, “But the blue moon is coming."
The captain looked at his crew of refugees. “I swear to you now what I swore to you then. No one will force us back."
Grim silence greeted him, broken only by slap of waves against the hull and the creaking of wood.
* * * *In the cave beneath the ruins of her parents’ castle, Nimue of the Lake stirred. Her pale-green eyes opened sleepily, but there was no quickening of magic in her soul. She sighed and rolled over, back into dreams.
* * * *In a one-bedroom apartment, Sabin felt the stirring in the atmosphere but couldn't interpret its meaning. He shrugged and looked at his wife, shook the car keys. She winced at the sound but continued scrubbing dishes and pretending not to cry.
"Dry your hands, baby,” he said. “It's time to take a ride."
* * * *Others heard the cry. Some trembled, some nodded and began to make plans.
"The blue moon is coming,” they whispered, in fear and anticipation.
* * * *The dragon finished his transformation. Reaching up, he touched the dragon pin on his shirt, and it comforted him, reminding him that, no matter what strange feelings this new body gave him, he was Tor'Vanith of the Frost-Sea. He let go of it reluctantly and sighed, then took a look at what he could see of himself.
His clothes had automatically reverted to humans wore in his own land—brown leather boots and pants dyed just a little lighter in color than his scales, and a gray shirt in serviceable linen. He made a tall, lanky human, paler-skinned than he would have thought. He had no idea what the people of this world would wear, but with the luck that usually befell him, fashions would be wildly different.
"Probably stick out like gold among silver,” he croaked, to see what his voice was like. Frowning, he decided to use it as little as possible. His English would not be as hopelessly archaic as some of his fellow dragons’ would have been, but it wouldn't be common, either.
His legs and feet protested as he stood, unused to their new form. He leaned against the tree, trying to figure out the best way to breathe, through nose or mouth, hating his weakness—his father would not be daunted by such a little thing as a change in form. His father was powerful and fearsome, and his only son and heir wanted to prove himself with a desperation that was strong for a male of the dragonkind.
He looked around at the trees, and noticed that his eyes were not as sharp, that the air did not tell tales to him as it once had. Carefully, he called on the little bit of magic still inside him, knowing he had to conserve it, and drew a square in the air. He dotted the center and whispered his name—Tor'Vanith—then an arrow to stand for where he was facing. He focused, like calling to like, magic calling to magic.
To his left another dot appeared, shimmering white, and a smaller, fainter dot next to it. The brighter dot was his destination.
He paused to pick up a stick from the ground, and took a moment to peel off some of the fungus and bark. It was mostly dry, only rotten on one end, and had been lying long enough that it was no longer green. It would conduct his magic well enough, he thought, reassured that no matter how dead to magic this world was, he would always have the lightning in his bones. Nothing could take that away.
He set off to the left, using the stick to probe the weeds. There were things hidden in them he could not put a name to, but he knew what they were made of. He saw a few glass jars with labels so faded he wouldn't have been able to read them even if he knew the language. There was a red thing of metal on one side of the path that did not sing when he reached with his mind to touch it.
Something else did, though, and he dug until he found a small disc of copper. When he touched it with his mind it sang to him, dully, of time and dirt and corrosion. There were no pockets in his clothes, so he let it slide down inside his boot. Most dragons loved gold, loved the songs it sang when they touched it with their minds. Some dragons even loved silver.
But he had a special place in his heart for copper, no matter how impure. There were some pieces in his lair at home, pure beaten copper vessels and trinkets that, when left out in the warmth of the sun, would chant to him of quiet, gentle things.
Closing his eyes briefly, he decided he was about as ready as he would ever be and continued on his way to the white dot that meant another magic user was in the area.
He strode along, spreading his senses out as far as they would go, trying to pick up any clues or hints about his prey. He did not think he was expected, but he did not want to walk into a trap. Bird calls were rare, the silence broken by an occasional unidentified roar. He reached out to steady himself as he stepped over a low gray railing and felt the crunch of stone beneath his boots.
A road wended before him; horseless wagons and carriages sped along at impossible speeds. They stank and roared, causing Tor'Vanith to frown. These people had had centuries of technology, and yet their modes of transport were still rather primitive and annoying to the senses. He mentally shrugged and ran across the road, then climbed the smooth stone barrier. He crouched there, waiting for a clear spot in the traffic. He had to admit that, speed-wise, they were a vast improvement on the cart and horse, which was mostly what the humans used where he came from.
Taking a deep breath he jumped down, running across the remainder of the road and into the woods on the other side.
Finally, he came to a small clearing. He hid within weeds and examined the area. There was a rutted cart path on which a four-wheeled enclosed vehicle sat. The cottage it was parked in front of was painted a now-peeling light green. Weeds grew up around it; and the windows were shattered, the white wooden frames broken in places. The roof appeared caved in at the back, but he wasn't sure.
He looked at it for a long time, trying to decide the best thing to do. The map said a strong magical force was in that house—but if there was, wouldn't the place at least look habitable? He could not imagine a human tolerating a leaky roof or the wind whistling through at night.
He stood and pushed aside the weeds, circling to the back of the house. The porch had fallen in, and with it a small portion of the roof. The back door was blocked by rotten wood. He returned to the front, walking with silence and care, and opened the door, wincing as it creaked, then looked inside, waiting for his eyes to adjust.
The sound of voices reached him, coming from below, in the cellar. The old boards of the floor would creak, he thought, so he carefully lowered himself, distributing his weight. The boards would still creak, but as long as it didn't sound like footsteps, as long as he could make it seem like random house-shifting, he'd probably be alright.
Crossing the room like a serpent, he felt the filth and mold ingraining on his flesh. He was grateful that, aside from the dirt and some leaves and twigs, the room was empty, and he wouldn't have to navigate around furniture. A trail of clean wood marked his path and it bothered him, but he didn't know a better way.
Creeping into the cooking area, he saw cupboard doors hanging open, the wood stinking with rot. The water damage was bad, and it had warped the door leading to the cellar stairs so that it was impossible to close. He stood and, placing his foot on the nail heads along the edges of the treads and his life in the strength of the hand rail, he carefully made his way down.
He put as much weight on the rail as he dared on it, hoping he wouldn't make much noise. He regretted now carrying the staff, as he would have liked both hands free, but he would not let it go.
The cellar was divided into two rooms. The floor was dirt, and broken and forgotten furniture was pushed against the wall. The door to the next room hung open, and he crouched in the shadows, depending on the dark to hide him. The light in the basement was even more fitful than above, provided by narrow windows close to the ceiling.
On the other side of the door a tall wooden cabinet hid him from view, and he was able to observe the situation. His adversary was there, and he was not alone. One of the Terfa—the tree people, his skin wrinkled and covered with bark—stood beside him, their attention on the naked human female bound to the table in front of them.
Tor'Vanith winced in pity, for he could feel her fear radiating out like a cold north wind.
Three lanterns brightened the room slightly, allowing him to see the contents of the rough work table to their left. A jar of magic sat on it, glowing a weak green. Objects glittered in the dull gleam—a knife, pliers, a chipped cup, some stones.
The steady anxiety Tor'Vanith had felt since before he left home faded. Sabin did not have the Stone.
"You've been with me all this last year,” she said. “You know all my secrets."
Her voice was made strong by bitterness, and he understood “this last year” had not been pleasant.
The adversary said something in a crude, cruel voice, and she twisted against the ropes.
"I don't know. Please, Sabin, I swear I don't know."
The Terfa laughed and touched the skin of her thigh.
Tor'Vanith stood and came around the chest.. Something about the tree-man's action, combined with the woman's barely contained fear, outraged him. The feeling puzzled him, for it was not in the nature of dragons.
"I could conduct a banishing,” he said, “but I think I will just kill thee."
The woman turned her head at the sound of his voice, and the Terfa reached to take a long knife off the table. Gathering lightning out of his bones, Tor'Vanith thrust his hands out, pointing the staff at the Terfa. Power surged down the staff and arched toward its target. The smell of burning wood and flesh filled the air as the lightning engulfed the creature.
Tor'Vanith dropped the stick, now little more than charcoal, and turned to face Sabin.
"Who in the second hells do you think you are?” Sabin yelled. He picked up a stone from the table and threw it at him. It hit Tor'Vanith's shoulder hard, and it burned. Another followed it, but he jumped forward, slamming Sabin to the ground. Sabin hissed a few words then punched the dragon under the chin and pushed him off.
Tor'Vanith crouched on the ground, pain and something else fragmenting his mind, replacing thought with odd shapes and colors. He shook free, forced himself to see through the haze. Sabin stood over the woman, and he knew that, no matter what the price, he could not let harm come to her.
He struggled to his feet and gathered the last of his magic, the last of what resources lay ready in his bones, and cast burning lightning at the figure by the table. Sabin threw his arm up, trying to protect himself, but the fire enveloped him. The low ceiling had also caught fire, and flames ran along the old beams.
Tor'Vanith moved to check on Sabin, but the growing crackle of fire changed his mind. He ran to the table where the young woman lay blinking, blinded by the lightning flash. He undid the ropes. A tattered blanket had been thrown over some of the furniture, and he grabbed it and shook the filth off it. He wrapped her in it, murmured something soothing. She clung to him as he took her in his arms—she seemed so delicate and light.
Now that he no longer needed silence, he made better time through the basement and up the steps, but the fire had already begun to smolder through the main room's floor. The cooking room, on the opposite side and still damp from past rains, was the safer area, but its exit was blocked by rubbish. He set her down and took her hands and placed them on the counter. She balanced herself while he looked around for something to break out the remaining glass from the kitchen window frame. He ripped off his shirt and, wrapping the cloth around his hand, slammed his fist against the frame.
The rotten wood gave away, and he was able to push it out. With the dragon pin in his hand, afraid to let go of it, he picked her up again and lowered her out the window, trying not to place her directly on the broken glass. He wiggled out feet first, and was relieved when his boot soles touched the ground. This time, he picked her up because it was easier than trying to lead her through the rubbish. He did not want her to step on something hidden in the weeds.
He only stopped when he was out of sight of the house, where he placed her against a tree. Sirens, voices, told him her kind was near, and would help. Still, he was reluctant to leave her side. Something in her stirred all of his instincts, human and dragon, and he wanted to watch over and protect her. He smoothed her dark hair away from her face then took the pin and used it to fasten the blanket more securely.
She grabbed his hand, and he thought about taking her away with him. She spoke, and he paused, his mind tired and having trouble understanding the words. He was not quite as talented as his father at looking into other minds, and his personal resources were stripped bare. The fight with Sabin had hurt him deeply, and he needed rest to regain his strength.
"I am fine,” he assured her. “I must leave you here. I think that you should be safe."
He stood and walked away, tripping over something in the path and catching his balance against a tree. He was shutting down inside, and it frightened him, because if he didn't hold on, didn't get back to the spot whre he had entered this world, he didn't know what would happen.
He would probably die.
She said something else, but he could not understand.
"Your people come,” he said, to comfort her, over his shoulder. He could hear them approaching. “Stay where I have placed you."
Relying on memory to guide him, as his map was gone for good, he started back to the place of entry. If he made it there, someone might be able to sense him and come get him.
He did not even make it back to the highway.


Chapter OneIt's coming, Libby thought, with a little regret. Summer had fled before she'd had time to contemplate what she wanted to do with it, and now fall was turning the trees.
Winter, she thought, and worried over her mental checklist.
When she first moved into her grandparents’ cabin a few winters before, she hadn't been fully prepared for the weather. It was much harsher than she remembered. She ran out of heating oil and had to wait two days for the truck. Never again, she had promised herself, making sure now the tanks were full enough that she'd make it through the winter, changing the filters and checking to make sure the furnace was all right.
It took her a while, slowly unscrewing the cap from the oil filter to change the gaskets. Then she had to put it all back together while simultaneously trying to determine if there was a leak, if she'd crossed the threads or not made everything tight enough. Too tight, and you'll crack that cheap cast iron casting, she could hear Grandpa Halstead say.
She always tried to do things herself, at least indoor things. Sometimes, she hired people to clear the brambles from the woods, to cut back the tall goldenrod and the tree saplings that sprang up like weeds. While they were there, she kept to the inside, and she kept her German shepherd, Dashiel, with her. Libby could not trust anyone; the secret she protected in the basement would not allow her to.
She knew the men who did her yardwork laughed at her skittishness, but she reminded herself, even when the tall younger brother of the foreman trimmed some roses and left them on the porch rail for her, that Sabin could get to anyone. It played hell with her social life.
This morning, she had curled up in bed and written in longhand, finishing a chapter of her book. Afterwards, she'd typed it into the computer—she was working under deadline and needed to keep up. The sun had broken through this afternoon, and now she was out with her wheelbarrow. She gathered wood and sticks—whatever she could handle by herself or with a hatchet, since she didn't trust chainsaws, either.
She liked to keep some wood piled up so that if the power went out, she'd be able to cook, maybe heat the house a little during the day. She never bothered keeping it inside the house, because the need was rare, and because she only burned it during the daylight hours, since she didn't like to leave the damper open on her chimney after dark. You never knew what might crawl down inside, and she was happier to do without than risk it.
"Dashiel!” she called.
The dog paused, wagged his tail and looked at her.
"Don't go too far from me, okay?"
He wagged his tail a little faster then took off.
She loved her dog. He had large, intelligent brown eyes, and the way he acted, he seemed to almost understand her words. Sometimes, it even looked like he answered her. He was definitely her best friend.
It was a beautiful day. Fall days, Libby thought, were the prettiest, although if it were spring, she then admitted to herself, she would think the same thing. The leaves were just starting to turn, and the few grasshoppers she encountered had already traded in their bright coats for olive drab. Caterpillars hid under pieces of bark and in the crevices of the stone wall her grandfather had built to mark the orchard's boundaries. She looked at the chest-high wall, thinking there was something about walking in the woods and finding a wall, lichen-covered and crooked in places, that felt mysterious.
She carefully picked up a fox-colored woolly bear, holding the coiled caterpillar until it relaxed and began crawling again. Its fur was incredibly long, and she rubbed the rust fluff against her cheek before carefully putting it back down.
The gate was an old one—all twisted wire and rusted cast iron—mounted between two posts. Its latch was a loop of rusting wire, and she carefully lifted it over the post to let herself in.
The orchard was a shambles—the workmen were only hired to clear away mess, not take care of fruit trees—and she felt slightly ashamed of her neglect. The trees had grown too tall; the apple trees in particular were covered with suckers, and the fruit that did manage to grow was small. She picked up some branches and placed them in the barrow. Fruit wood was supposed to smell the sweetest when burning, but she wasn't sure she had ever really noticed a difference.
She looked at the twisted trees, and the apples, small, green and tart, that covered the ground. She used to love apples, and in the past, she would have picked the good ones up and stuffed her pockets full. She'd peel and stew them, make applesauce. She sighed, because even memories of her grandmamma peeling apples, of the sweet smell of sugar and cinnamon, did not help overcome her revulsion.
She moved on, touching a tree here and there as she passed. The trees were innocent. She should not neglect them just because of their fruit.
The wall had fallen in near the back of the orchard. She paused to try and fix it, stacking the rocks haphazardly back on top of each other. The end result wasn't very good, but hopefully it would do. She looked up at the two pear trees that stood next to the gap, their branches intertwined. The pears were large—sweet-looking despite her neglect. She smiled and reached up to pick one, and saw in her mind's eye, without meaning to, another hand, long-fingered and strong, reaching up and caressing the fruit but not taking it.
She pulled her hand back, collected some twigs and rolled the wheelbarrow home. Fruit could be poisoned just as easily as people, and with even worse results. She imagined a bite of pear lodging in her throat, knowing she would not preserve as well as Snow White. Sabin would do it. He'd do it with great glee, happy to punish her.
She shuddered. A shrink would have said something like “You can't let an abusive relationship make you paranoid. He's been gone how long? Elizabeth, it's time to go on with your life."
But the psychiatrist didn't know what it was like living with a monster. Not just a man who was so terrible he was monster-like, but an honest-to-God not-quite-human monster. Plus, Sabin was capable of anything. She had to remember that before she unlocked her door, before she started her car, before she put food in her grocery cart. Was someone hiding outside? Had someone tampered with the car? Was the container still perfectly sealed?
She dug up her gladiolus bulbs and hung them in the cellar. She stacked the wood against the back of the garage, well away from the house—no need to give things a home to hide in right next to the door—and looked in her cupboards to determine what she'd stock up on tomorrow. Lots of soup, shampoo and paper towels and cleaning supplies, and TV dinners, of course. Libby wasn't much on cooking. Oh, sure, once in awhile she'd get a taste for something, but not often enough to really make the effort. She didn't eat much, and hated to waste.
In preparation for a bounty of TV dinners, she cleaned out her freezer and plugged it in. She refused to use it during the summer, lest she become too much of a hermit. Getting out, she reminded herself, was fun.
"So, baby,” she said to Dashiel. “What should I get you for the winter?"
He put his head against her shoulder, and she petted him, amazed at the softness of his hair, enjoying the feel of his skull under her hands. She knelt and scratched him behind the ears, because he loved it, and whispered endearments.
When the floor got too hard and cold for her knees she stood up. After tomorrow's paycheck-disappearance run, she'd be prepared for the coming snows. She savored the thought of having everything completely locked up for days on end, only going out when she needed something at the store or thought she ought to pick up her mail, the snow deep around her house. She'd spend the days wrapped up in blankets and writing and reading, the silence broken only by the furnace coming on or the refrigerator.
She worked best in winter, she thought, because winter had an introspective feel to it, a feeling of quiet, snowbound living that she loved. To tell the truth, though, it wasn't much different from summer. She would go out less, and she didn't have to guilt herself into yardwork, but that was about it. Still, she could not wait for it to be truly cold, for the snow to settle into thick piles.
She put the heavy wooden bar in the brackets on either side of the door and closed the thick iron shutters. She barred them as well then checked to see if the little sliding window on each pair was completely closed and hooked. She undid one hook, slid the window cover back and peeked through the five-by-three-inch hole. Everything quiet, she thought, sliding it back shut and securing it.
She shut the window and turned the latch, and then, so she wouldn't have to see the depressing gray of the shutters, she pulled down the blind and drew the lace curtains.
"I wrote almost two thousand words today,” she said to Dashiel, even though he was in the other room, lapping up some water. She always spoke in his direction, feeling it was a little saner than talking to herself directly. “I think I'll cook a TV dinner and watch whatever's on the telly tonight."
* * * *Sierra Morgan loved driving at night. Well, twilight, really, when she got to watch the world become coated in dust colors broken only by the soft glow of lights. She drove down a country road, the dusky fields and shadowy forests spotted with an occasional orange streetlamp. She hummed to a tune on the radio, enjoying the moment. She loved her car, the way it felt under her hands as she turned into the bend. She thought she could live in the car; it had everything she needed—a radio and compact disc player, a huge trunk and comfortable seats, the smell of leather upholstery covering up another, musty smell coming from the back. The car was one of the few things she would miss when she was gone.
The announcer came on and said the time, and she looked at the dash clock for confirmation. She sighed with impatience. She was going to have to quit soon—a pity, really, since she'd been hoping to finish tonight.
In the middle of the road ahead of her a mangled anima* * * *ay, entree for a group of late-dining crows. She sped up, swerved with practiced skill, braking when she heard the satisfying thunk of two feathered bodies. She smiled at the thought of killing two birds with one car.
She turned off the radio, opened the door and got out. She paused, listening over the purr of the engine for the sounds of other traffic, then began looking for her prey. She could see one body a few feet up the road. She picked it up carefully by its leg and went for the other. She reached into the weeds for it, minding the broken goldenrod stems and garbage, and took them over to the headlights. She studied their beaks and the shapes of their heads, nodding in satisfaction. Definitely crow. It wouldn't do to get a raven or a magpie by mistake.
She flicked away a black feather that clung like fluff to her grill then popped the trunk on her way back. The crows joined several others lying on a tarp, and she felt distinctly pleased with herself as she slammed the lid shut.
Before getting back in, she inspected herself for burrs and used a hand wipe to clean the smell of crow off her hands. As she fastened her seatbelt and continued on her way, she hoped the combined smell of poultry, carrion and dust wouldn't be noticed by the valet at the party.
She flicked the radio back on. The first part of the job was done. Now all that was left was to pluck the suckers.
Sierra, besides being a crow killer, was thirty-two, widowed and infamous. The infamous part was partially because of her husband. He had been a shining star of the political world, immune to bribes, stalwart and perfect. At least, until he'd been photographed capering around naked in a hotel room with a waitress by two private detectives. The man who hired them demanded political favors in exchange for silence. Instead of giving in, her husband called a press conference.
She could remember him in front of the cameras, remember how handsome he looked.
"I want you to know,” he said, “that I have tried to do my best while in office. Sometimes, when people do their best, they succeed in their goals and overcome temptations and roadblocks placed in their path. I am not one of these people. I am so sorry.” He had paused and looked directly at the camera. Even now, Sierra believes he was looking right at her. “I have to resign."
He took a gun out of his pocket, put it in his mouth like they teach you on TV and blew out his brains all over the state flag draped across the wall behind him.
Well, she assumed the last part, since she'd only seen the first part of the conference on playbacks as the news repeated the clip over and over again. While her husband was making history as the first publicly broadcast suicide, Sierra was oblivious. That morning, he had given her a small wad of money and bidden her have some fun, get herself something nice for her birthday the following week. He knew her habits, that she would leave the house after lunch, wander around shopping at her favorite places then eat dinner, as he'd already said he wouldn't be home in time for it.
When she got home she dropped her bags in the bedroom then began to change clothes because her bra was digging into the side of her breast. She sat down on the bed, and that was when she saw the envelope.
Inside was a creamy sheet of paper folded twice around what she had to assume was the chastest of the photos.
"I have never loved anyone but you,” he wrote. “I am so sorry for what I have done and for being such a coward that I cannot look you in the eyes and tell you the truth."
You would think she would have screamed, or cried, or got up and started packing. Instead, she walked over to the TV and sank to her knees in front of it. Too numb to even feel impending dread, she hit the on button.
It was there right away as the anchors reported their breaking news.
Breaking news. Yes, it certainly was.
The police came and told her. “Do you have someone to call?” they asked.
"No,” she said. It was no surprise that the police had been given this task, that none of her husband's cronies or staff had stirred themselves. The policewoman wrapped her in a blanket from the couch. She had greeted them in her slip.
They left eventually, and the phone began to ring. She unplugged it and returned to her position before the bedroom TV. She sat there, eyes dry and mouth slack, while they replayed the footage over and over, discussing the impact, revealing things she hadn't known before and didn't hear now. No murderer or drunk driver had done her the mercy of committing their crimes early; it was a slow news day, and they had an hour and a half to fill between sports and weather.
Eventually, the news changed—a blip on the world news, and then the world news became tabloid and entertainment TV. She slumped over on her side, and that was when she realized there was nothing left for her here.
She lay that way until morning.
Now, more than two years later, she was driving to a party, going to this one specifically because there would be old friends attending and she wanted to look them in the eyes one more time, say her mental goodbyes and wonder if she would miss them.
Ironically, Sierra would have forgiven her husband. She would have forgiven him anything.
* * * *A few hundred years before, the Pierce family had built a crypt for themselves. It had a small chapel on top with two alcoves so the first husband and wife to be buried there would have an exalted resting place. There was a small stairway that led to a chamber below where several niches waited to serve future generations.
Jonathan Pierce, the last of the descendants, lay in one of the niches. He was not yet dead, but he'd spent most of the last several years wishing he were. In the cool dark, he lay awake inside a body that no longer belonged to him.
The story of how he came to be in this horrible mess was simple. The last son and heir to the Pierce fortune, he had spent much of his time studying folklore and magic. He had come across old prophecies that declared magic would come to the world again for the space of one day and one night. Jonathan was determined to be in that spot should it happen during his lifetime.
So, he mapped and researched and studied, following the trail of the odd and the mystical, looking for a few true magical happenings. He knew the first law of magic was like to like, and knew that the majority of true magical happenings would be drawn to one place.
When he found it—an area in Pennsylvania only a day's drive away—he was thrilled. He bought a house and had it renovated, sold the Pierce estates and took himself there. He had a friend who dealt in antiquities who would send him anything esoteric or strange. So, when Jonathan received a wooden box in the mail he paid for it without question and attempted to opened it.
It was a silver box, as big as two hands, decorated with runes. He tapped at it, he pushed the sides. He went at it, carefully, with a screwdriver and a hammer.
It would not open.
But when he shook it something heavy moved inside, tantalizing him.
He set it on his desk and left it in the semi-forgotten existence knickknacks live in, until the night it opened itself.
He remembered it well. He had been writing notes down from a book he'd borrowed. He looked at the box once, and all was normal. Then there was a little click. When he looked again, a drawer had slid out the front.
Half-hidden in rotted blue velvet was a jewel, and he picked it up with reverent hands. It was large and heavy; his fingers could barely close around it. When he held it up to the light, he could see that it was not black, but a very deep navy blue. He could make out a symbol in the center of it but could not read it, the carefully cut facets misleading his eyes.
Now, lying in darkness, he cursed himself for his curiosity and diligence, for Jonathan was not satisfied until he knew what the symbol meant. He sat in his chair, feet propped on the desk edge, and turned the jewel carefully, sounding out the possibilities in the warmth and comfort of his study.
Finally, he turned it just right, and the symbol became clear. He named it out loud, triumphant.
No sooner had the sound of his voice died when he felt coldness seep from the jewel and into his arm. He looked at the case, and as if someone whispered the interpretation of the marks to him, they became readable.
"True evil cannot be destroyed, only contained."
Thus, the possession of Jonathan Pierce became complete.
Jonathan now spent his existence in a corner of his own mind, watching with terror the evils the spirit that possessed his body committed. Several years ago, the spirit—Sabin, it called itself—had fought with something. Jonathan had no idea what it was, but their body was damaged in the battle. Sabin dragged them to the family crypt, where for the past several years their body had slept and healed while Jonathan stared at the darkness in his head and wondered if he was damned.
Sabin stirred, and Jonathan wept in horror the way a soul weeps, which is to feel pain without release. He felt his eyes open, and he was forced all the way into the back, into silence and dread, where even his thoughts were no longer his own.
* * * *Sabin sat up, stiff from years of lying on the stone platform. He rubbed his eyes wearily, felt the roughness of scar tissue on his cheek. He took a vial of precious magic from his pocket and rubbed a drop into his skin. Another pass with his hand, and his face was smooth again. He capped the bottle, stretched. He could feel a blue moon coming, and its possibilities sang in his blood.
He climbed the stairs out of the crypt, his mind already brimming with cruel plans. He was hungry, and wondered if his servant was still waiting for him.
* * * *Alex drank his coffee slowly. It tasted like tepid mud water and did nothing to calm his stomach after his dinner of greasy salt strips—bacon, according to the counter girl—twin circles of burned rubber and stale bread. (Eggs and toast, respectively.) He'd have to go soon, but right now he wanted to try and enjoy himself. Just for a few moments more, watch the people, watch the traffic outside, relax.
The diner was grubby but warm, and it was good to sit, elbows on the scratched white counter, staring at the pattern of gold flecks, coffee rings and cigarette burns. You could tell the place had once been a slightly classy joint. The counter still had chrome trim in some places, and distant, tinny music proved that at least one of the miniature jukeboxes in the booths still provided music.
You could feel time in this place, and although he was slowly drowning in the combined smoke from the cooking and the patrons, he wanted to study it, let it sink in. His stool screeched as he turned to look out the window. It was growing dark outside. He didn't have a car, partially because he was trying to make his money stretch, partially because his driver's license was fake. It would do in a pinch, but he wasn't sure if he wanted to test his luck.
He didn't have a fiancee anymore, or a job, so he was free, unfettered for the first time in memory, a fact that wasn't that impressive, as he didn't remember anything past five years ago. And as long as his savings lasted, he could remain so. Free to walk across America, which he had decided to do. Free to sit inside a diner and regret buying the buck-fifty meal.
Five years before, he had been found in a ravine by a woman named Meg and her cousin. He didn't have any bumps on his head, just a few burns and scratches—nothing to cause his memory loss. The police ran his prints, a short-lived investigation was launched, but no clues could be found to his identity. He picked the name Alex Kincaid out of a book Meg's mother—a woman named Lucille—had on her bookshelf.
Lucille might not have found him, but she was his life saver. She gave him her basement to live in and persuaded the cousin to get him a job as an accountant. The numbers made sense to him, and he had an uncanny knack for telling when a person was fudging just by talking to them. He fixed up the basement and began paying her rent.
It was not the recent past he was interested in, though. He thought, perhaps, if he set out on foot, maybe he'd be led to somewhere familiar. Perhaps, someone would recognize him, or maybe some odd landmark would trigger his memory. He had a feeling that if he found just one thing, he'd be able to link it to another, and another, until everything fell into place.
"You don't know it's the same guy."
Alex looked over at the two men. They had been taking turns staring at him; both had freakishly colored gold eyes. He looked away quickly, for the skinnier of the two was studying him with undisguised hostility.
"We were brought here, Tark. Fate, all that. We were meant to see him."
They both stood up, the one called Tark grabbing the other's arm.
"Sabin!” he hissed, then said something in his ear.
"Fine,” Sabin growled and threw some crumpled money on the table. He slammed out the door, Tark on his heels like a devoted puppy.
Alex pulled his attention back to his thoughts. He'd actually enjoyed himself so far. Most of his possessions sat in four good-sized boxes in Meg's cellar; the rest were on his back. He wandered where his will took him, had seen some really neat things. He stayed in odd places—YMCAs and church basements—or slept wrapped in a tarp in the woods.
A hotel room tonight, though, he decided. He looked like a vagrant, smelled like a vagrant and was being treated with suspicion. He was starting to think homeless-looking people made desirable targets.
What did he mean, homeless-looking? Heck, he was homeless.
He'd lived in Lucille's basement in relative peace for three years, until she got sick. Then, he slept in the living room so he could help her. For two years, he helped Meg take care of her mother, and working side-by-side, the bond forged by shared pain and worry had begun to fee* * * *ike love to them. They decided to marry. He liked to think it took some worry off Lucille, believing her daughter would marry a decent man.
Last month, Lucille died, and Meg and he decided they probably wouldn't be very happy together. Thus, Alex was homeless.
The fact was, Lucille had been a magical person, and he had hoped her daughter had captured some of that magic, some of that incredible spirit her mother possessed. But when he'd had time to think, he knew Meg was not at all the way he imagined her. He grieved a little, then, for both Lucille and the Meg he'd loved.
Stupidity. Love for him was companionship, not passion. Companions were not so hard to find. He needed to move on. Perhaps he'd just find a nice place and settle there. He was good with numbers. Maybe he could get a clerk or accountant job in some nice town, get Meg to mail his things to him.
He stood and walked out the door, feeling eyes studying his back. He shifted his pack higher and turned the corner, ducking down an alley to see if anyone followed him.
"Paranoid,” he muttered under his breath, and cut across the road. He'd seen some signs at the end of town and hoped to find a clean, not too expensive room for the night.


Chapter TwoWhen Zorovin began his journey up the mountain, he was a dragon, black-and-silver-scaled, fierce and strong. What continued the journey now was no longer a dragon but a man in black pants and a long black coat, with tall, heavy boots that crunched in the snow. He strode quickly, pausing only once to look back down at the glittering distant caverns of the northern frost dragons. Seeing as a human, and not a dragon king, he noted how the moon made the home caves sparkle, and realized how very precious they were.
He shook his head to clear it, not liking this feeling in his chest. The humanity was settling in already, making itself at home. He tried to push it away, for strong emotion was not a thing for dragons; they did not see or feel the way humans did. Yet his flesh was forced into human form, and therefore, human instincts and emotions were something he would have to deal with.
He rubbed his hand along his scalp, trying to loosen the skin a little. His hair was as pale as the snow around him and longer than he would have liked. He turned and continued walking. He must stay focused, remember who he was, or he would never see his son again.
At the peak, Zorovin did not rest, although he had been traveling for two days with only brief stops. What he was doing had never been done before. Dragons could reach the peak of this mountain because they could fly, but he'd had no choice but to take the risk of ascending on foot.
Years before, when his son left this world for the other, Zorovin had given him a pin that would allow him to remember the truth of himself, to know he was a dragon and not a human. In their world, such memory loss was not a problem, because magic and dragons existed. Over there, where magic and dragons did not, the world would try and negate anything that was not part of its reality.
Zorovin hoped that if he crossed over pre-changed into a human, the world would leave his mind, his memories, intact. A blue moon was coming, and its influence would soften reality, and God willing, make the recovery of his son possible.
He stood at the peak, huffing. All he could see was stone and cracked earth, bareness so complete not even snow gentled it. He stepped forward cautiously. The passage to the other world had to be here.
He looked around. If I were still in dragon form, what would I do? Where would I be going?
Down. A straight plunge to the center.
He knelt and crept forward, tapping the ground with his fingertips, searching. It rippled beneath his fingertips like water. He let out a long breath and stood again. He held his name inside his head ... and jumped.
He fell a long way through nothingness, the cold sharp as a skinning knife. He hit a barrier then passed through, and there was light. He hit the ground and rolled.
Pushing silver hair out of his eyes, he tried to breathe. He'd found early in his trip that he could take in more breath through his mouth than through his nostrils, but only now, on this barren-feeling world, did he discover that he couldn't taste the air anymore. He sniffed, and decided that was a blessing.
He leaned against a tree, panting softly. I am Zorovin, he reminded himself over and over, forcing himself to remember what it meant. He hurt all over, but he welcomed it, because it kept his head clearer, didn't allow the noise and smells and textures of this place to muddle his mind and make him forget.
He pushed erect. It was time to figure out where he was, were he was going to stay. Then he could look for his son.
The dragon moved painfully on his new legs, his body not used to working this way. A human nest of habitation was near—he could smell it, feel the rumbles of it beneath his feet, see the lights of it.
As he walked, movement became smooth, liquid. Zorovin saw a group of human men, and he considered pausing to adjust his clothes to match the cut of theirs. No, this outfit would do.
He crossed the hard-covered parking lot swiftly, avoiding vehicles with their twin shining eyes and angry, mechanical purrs. His hope was that this place, which seemed to be a mass gathering point, would offer him a general idea of their society, maybe even help him find a guide to assist him in his search.
He went inside a large building, not pausing in surprise when the doors opened for him. Nothing would surprise him here because these people had had technology for hundreds of years. Anything that didn't happen was a mark of laziness and lack of ingenuity.
Zorovin paused to orient himself. The place had two stories. He looked over the railing to the floor below and tilted his head, listening, feeling, eavesdropping on the minds around him. Some people thought in both words and pictures, and he learned things by associating the two. This is how he discovered he was in a “mall,” which was a collection of shops or stores. His knowledge of the language was archaic but, thankfully, workable. He pulled away from the railing and wandered from store to store.
Even though he was an austere being, he had to admit the brightly colored lights and signs were pretty, in a way—like flowers on a cliff face. One store sold jackets slightly like his, a heavy black leather whose smell made him oddly hungry.
He finally stopped at a shop that sold glittering jewelry displayed in long glass coffins.
"May I help you, sir?” a young woman asked, smiling.
He stared at her a long moment then slowly took a pouch from his pocket. She relaxed visibly when she saw it. Feeling her momentary fear, and wanting to comfort her, he forced himself to get over his reluctance and produce the ring.
"I wish to trade this for ... money.” He checked the word in her head and was pleased he had chosen the right one.
"I don't know if we can buy things. We're just part of a chain, really. But our manager's in doing some repairs, so I could take it back and ask him."
He was loath to hand her the thick piece of gold. It sang, dimly, sadly, in his palm, as if wondering why its master was discarding it after so many years. There was no way around it, really. He would need food and shelter, and such things did not come for free.
He gave it over to her, and she closed her plump fingers around it.
He waited, stooping over the cases, pinging some of the pieces with his mind the way some would use their fingers to flick a crystal glass rim and make it sing. The gold here was not overly pure, he discovered with disappointment, and instead of singing, it mostly thudded. Some of the silver pieces were better, but not by much, and he didn't bother further with them. He'd never liked the colder songs of silver, which whispered of long, frigid nights and of the secrets beneath the sea. He liked gold, which spoke to him of warmth and good, bright things, like lush plant life and plenty to eat. Things of comfort.
The manager came out. “Where did you get this?"
Zorovin started to reply “What concern is this of yours?” But he changed it to “It's been in my family for a long time. It is my least favorite piece, and while I do not wish to sell it, it seems I have little choice."
The manager nodded and pulled some paper out of his pocket. Money, Zorovin realized, and watched as the man counted it and laid it on the glass.
"Enough?” he asked.
Zorovin had no idea. So, he looked into the mind of the manager to see what he thought of what he was paying.
"No. It is not quite enough."
The manager thought about it, and placed another few bills on the counter. Zorovin felt the man was reluctant to give any more, to the point where he might not buy the piece at all.
"That will do,” he said, gathering the paper carefully and putting it in the pouch.
"If you have more, feel free to come back.” the manager said. “This is a very pure piece of gold."
"I know,” Zorovin said absently. He needed to figure out how to use the little bits of green paper he'd acquired.
His wanderings took him to a bookstore. A young human approached him, her lips the color of bruised plums.
"May I help you?"
He nodded gravely, looking at the stacks of colored bindings. There were those in the lands he had come from who would have thought themselves in paradise.
She smiled up at him. Her thoughts were like silk, easy and pleasant. He caught the word cute, and since he associated that word with small, newly born things, he didn't get what she meant.
"I'm Tracy. What are you looking for?"
"Dragons,” he said.
"Myth or fantasy?"
Both words meant much the same thing to him, so he answered, “Whatever you have the most of."
"Follow me."
Zorovin followed her though the stacks of books. Truthfully, he knew this child could not help him, but her mind was open and friendly, and she thought of several subjects at different levels, and the things she was teaching him were invaluable.
They passed a pushy matron who stopped them to ask where the self-help books were. Tracy's mental image of the woman made him smirk. The woman forced her way past him hard enough that he knocked a stack of brightly colored paperbacks on the floor.
"I am sorry,” he said, crouching to pick them up.
The books had two covers, he was amused to see, the top a pearlescent color with roses, the second featuring humans in a scantily clad embrace.
"They're just historical romances,” she said with gentle snobbery. He saw that she read them at home but didn't want him or anyone else to think poorly of her for saying so. “Elizabeth Halstead's one of our best sellers.” She gathered them hastily and put them back on their table, and he followed her away.
"Who do you like? Knaak? Hambly? McCaffrey?” He took the books as she handed them, and he blinked at the pictures of winged lizards being fought, being ridden. The closest to reality was the cover of a book where the dragon, large and black, was holding a dark-haired female in its claws.
"These ... are dragons?"
"Oh, yes.” She nodded earnestly. “They're very popular.” She turned away. “I'll see what else we've got."
The writing seemed like so much gibberish to his eyes. If he worked he could make out some of the words, and he realized part of the problem was that he'd never really bothered to study human writing—for his needs, being able to speak was enough. So, under the guise of reading the back covers, he looked into her mind again.
She was thinking of bedding, and other things, and they involved him. He blushed as he pulled back then frowned over his reaction. When one assumed another shape, one acquired the normal thoughts, instincts and reactions of that shape. He was thinking and reacting like a human, and he was not all that certain it was a good thing.
He gave her the books back. “I thank you, but these are not what I'm looking for."
"Oh, well.” She tossed around for something clever to say.
He gave her his very first human smile, hoping it was about right, and walked away. His child was not here, among these dead trees and human maids.


Libby's DiaryIt's the dreams that hurt the most, lying quietly in my head. Images I'd rather forget flickering behind my eyes and robbing me of rest.
For instance:
It's night, of course ... when is it not? All the worst things happen in the dark. I am waiting for my sister. Rita is small and redheaded and adorable. She has men lined up around the block waiting just to see her.
I'm sitting on my couch, wondering what she has to tell me that's so very important she's willing to break a two-year silence.
It's not late, but I was up very early, and the TV isn't helping me in my quest to stay awake. There's a sweet smell in the air, but apartment buildings are full of strange smells, and as long as it isn't the smell of burning, who cares?
The smell is a heady scent, though, and I find myself curling up on the couch, making myself more comfortable. My eyes close. She'll wake me, I reassure myself, when she gets here. She has the key, I remind myself, she can let herself in.
I wake to the sounds of the morning news. Downtown traffic snarls and “be sure to take your umbrella.” My neck hurts, and it sends its complaints up to my head, which has decided to throb in a show of solidarity. I groan and force myself up. That article wasn't writing itself, and I had a deadline to meet. I'm not worried about Rita. That was an occupation I'd given up years ago.
Bleary-eyed, I look to my answering machine for clues, but the little red light isn't blinking. Calling to explain why she'll be late or not there at all is not one of Rita's habits. I shrug and make my way to the bathroom.
I loved that bathroom. It was the only nice room in the apartment, all white tiles with a bathtub separate from the shower. Unfortunately, it doesn't have a linen closet, so I keep my towels in the bathtub. I rarely use it, anyway, and the fact I use it as a closet of sorts gives me an excuse to buy a really beautiful shower curtain for it.
It's a mark of how crappy I feel, the fact I step over the neatly stacked towels in the middle of my bathroom floor on my way to use the toilet. I stare at them for a long moment then, thinking last night had been one of my rare bath nights, I pull the curtain back to see if the tub needs cleaned before I put them back.
I find Rita there, her hands tucked under her chin, her head tipped just slightly so it rests against the shower wall. She's smiling sweetly in my direction, her long red hair brushed over her breasts.
I don't check for a pulse. I know that still, pale body is dead. It is perfectly clean-looking, and flawless, save for the two careful red tracks, like tears, leading from the empty pits of her eye sockets.
Sometimes, the dream skips all the first part, and I'm just sitting on the cold bathroom floor, unable to scream or think, staring at my sister's eyeless face.


Chapter 3Libby awoke with water up to her chin and the feeling of sliding. She sat up quickly; the thousandth replay of the dream of the night her sister died, coupled with the fact she had dreamt it while sleeping in a bathtub, made her feel slightly sick. It had also shattered the fragile peace she had been searching for, soaking in a bathtub surrounded by candles. Water from her struggles had splashed up onto the sides, and the last candle sputtered out, leaving her in the dark.
She pulled the drain and stood, grabbed a towel and began drying herself with merciless strokes. She wanted to ignore the shiny white tiles that made up the floor and walls of the bathroom, because they reminded her of her curse. She wondered what evil imp had made her grandparents want to do their bathroom in tile, anyway. With the light on, they were nice, well cared for, but in the dark the tiles reflected the soft electric-blue glow of her eyes.
She looked at the mirror without meaning to and saw the irises shining like neon headlamps. The light was reflected by the white around her, creating a sapphire glow she could see to dress by.
"This was the stupidest idea I've ever had,” she said as she flicked on the light. “You want to get away from your problems, so you remind yourself forcibly of them by bathing in the dark. Brilliant, Libby."
The glow was no longer noticeable, but her eyes were still an improbable shade of neon blue.
"And,” she added, “I don't care how much money my grandparents spent to put in this nice bathroom, the tile goes. Or gets painted. I don't care, as long as what's left is no longer glossy or white."
Dashiel looked up from the floor of the kitchen as Libby passed through putting a bathrobe on. He tilted his head as if listening to her; his liquid brown eyes seemed to hold sympathy. She spared him a pat, determined to forget all this, eager to get something done. She was behind on her book, but if she got back on it, she'd have it finished to turn in to her agent in November. Heck, with a little more effort, she might get it done sooner.
She turned on the computer and sat down, determined. She procrastinated a tiny bit, going over to the built-in shelves that lined the room and looking up things. She then noticed her one plant, an ivy, was dry as a bone and went to fetch water. This led her to wondering where the phrase “dry as a bone” came from, and she ended up poking through her shelves again.
Finally, she decided that her goal of three thousand words wasn't getting any nearer and sat down.
His eyes were like smoked glass, she typed. No, she thought, backspacing, they didn't have smoked glass back then.
She thought it through a moment then saw how things were beginning to fit together. She began typing again, eager to find out the rest of the story.
* * * *Sierra took the body from the freezer and set it on the table in front of her. She grimaced and took a breath, grasping a feather as black as ink and dulled by death. She pulled, and shuddered as the flesh that held the feather resisted then let go. She held it up and stared at the end then sighed and placed it in the large silver bowl. Grasping another, she pulled and tried to think of other things.
When she got to the party the previous night, she had mingled a little out of habit. Circulating used to be an activity of key importance. Networking at parties such as those could get you new voters, could help you gain friends you would need later, and learn who was political poison.
She spoke briefly to two people. The first was Jennifer, who had chased the reporters away and guarded Sierra jealously those first few months. She hugged Jenn, who smiled back, slightly surprised. Sierra had never been one for public affection.
Sierra squeezed her hands. “Take good care of yourself, now."
"You're going?"
"I have a lot to do when I get home."
Jenn smiled warmly. “I have to come and visit you soon. I'll call."
She meant it, Sierra knew, just as she knew that driving the kids around and taking care of the husband and drawing up real estate contracts would put it far enough down the priority list to make it impossible.
On her way out the door, she stopped to speak to one last man—Mark Gilpin, who'd been her husband's advisor.
"Can I speak to you a moment?” she asked, drawing him away from the crowd.
"So?” he asked when they were out of earshot.
"I know what you did,” Sierra said. “Soon everyone will know."
"I have no idea—"
"You will.” She looked over his shoulder. “Harvey! How lucky! Gilpin just told me he was looking for you! Excuse me!"
She was out the door and in her car long before Gilpin could follow.
Squirm, you little bastard, she thought. Worry and wonder which of your lies have been found out.
In a week or so, the ethics committee, the mayor's office and all the news stations would get an envelope detailing how Gilpin had set the whole thing with her husband up, from providing the slut to hiring the detectives.
Sierra had grinned as she drove home. Gilpin wasn't the only one who could hire PIs. Her smile faded. The sooner I get home, the sooner I can start plucking those birds, the sooner I can get out of this miserable little world. The thought ran through her mind like a mantra.
The fact was, when she got home, she put away the birds, bathed and went to bed early, so now she had to work extra-hard and catch up. The blue moon was coming, the ultimate deadline.
Another carcass joined the first inside a large woven basket. She yanked feathers until she couldn't stand it anymore, removing each little bit of fluff, even using tweezers around the beaks and eyes. She would boil the carcasses and strip the meat. She was still trying to decide if she should eat the flesh or just use the bones.
Some texts led her to believe the flesh itself was useless, others suggested she should consider it a part of the ritual—eating the flesh to become one with the creature. She tended to take the former with more seriousness, never having been much on poultry unless it was chopped, herbed and sauced beyond all recognition.
She was saved from trying to guilt herself into starting on another carcass by the sound of a car pulling around the back. She put the evidence away and washed her hands, then grabbed her keys on her way outside in case she locked herself out.
Raul was climbing the steps to the apartment above the garage. She watched him for a long moment, admiring the way he moved—he'd changed a great deal from the scrawny teenager she'd hired to mow her lawn. As he grew older, she'd given him more and more to do until she decided it was time he stayed onsite. He saw to all the odds and ends, taking out the garbage, making sure the grounds looked good, fixing things when they needed it.
"Can I talk to you a moment?” she hailed him as he was about to unlock the door.
He turned and looked at her, slightly off-guard. She never visited him, always called him to come to her.
"Sure,” he said, and she ran up the steps. He opened the door warily, and she entered his abode for the very first time since he'd moved in.
He had grown into a handsome man, with a lanky strength that made him look like a stuntman, or like he'd be more at home under a car. The mess of books, the papers covered with impossible-looking calculations and the strange little pieces of scientific equipment said otherwise.
It also reminded her he should have started college two years ago.
He stood, looking pleasant enough, hands in his pockets. He'd been coming to her bed on a bi-weekly basis since his eighteenth birthday, but they knew each other hardly at all.
"Nice place,” she said.
"I'm sorry it's such a mess."
"Don't be silly. It's fine.” Sure, there were messy piles of paper and books, but there was also not one dirty dish or glass, not one empty beer can. In the end, that's what counted with Sierra. No garbage.
She smiled. “Want to come over tonight?"
"Yeah, I'd like that."
"You don't have to."
"I know. But I want to.” He smiled, and it was a very nice, brilliant smile. “I really like you, you know."
She smiled, too, and waited while he put his books away. She studied his shelves and took down a book by Isaac Asimov. She slipped an envelope inside the book; she knew the author was one of Raul's favorites. The contents of the envelope would insure him four years of college and a stipend for books if he wasn't profligate, which he wouldn't be. She wanted to know he'd be okay when she was gone, and with his mind he ought to be able to do so much. She almost wished she'd be there to see it.
"You can borrow that,” he said.
"Nope. Just killing time.” She put it back on the shelf.
"So,” he said, passing her to put a telescope carefully back on its tripod. “What have you been up to?"
"Killing birds."
He laughed. His hands were very careful on the telescope frame, setting things back to rights.
"Out stargazing, were you?"
He nodded. “I went out to the park. I watched the sunset on the trees and ate. Then, when it got dark enough, I tried to find some planets. There should be some interesting configurations soon."
"Wasn't it cold?"
He shook his head. He had the blackest eyes, and she imagined she could see the stars in them. The way he settled his gaze on her made her feel both motherly and very immature.
"I wish I had gone with you,” she said impulsively.
"Next time I'll take you."
"Maybe,” she said softly.
He put his arm around her. “I could show you such stars,” he said. “I could tell you their stories. I could tell you about the belt of Orion and the story of Big Bear, Little Bear. Every culture has its tales, so different, yet so strangely similar. You'd be surprised.” He made it sound magical and wondrous.
"You almost make me believe there's some magic left in this world,” Sierra said, pulling away.
"There is!” He captured her hands in his. “The stars are magic. The moon in the trees—that's magic. The millions of shades of red in one rose petal, the glitter of the sun on a swift-flowing river, all these things are magic.” He grabbed a sheaf of papers and laid them on the table before her. “And here are the spells."
Sierra looked at the symbols—modern, yet so archaic-looking, runes and marks and equations to frame the miracles of the world.
"Sweetheart, these are not spells. Those are simply the borders of our reality. There is no magic in this, just knowledge."
"I'm trying to remember who said ... there's a quote I was told once, that the future's science is the past's magic?"
He looked so disappointed she caressed his cheek. “I am old and bitter. You shouldn't listen to me."
"You're not old. Bitter, maybe, I'll give you that.” He grinned. “But you're wise. I like listening to you. I want to learn from you."
"Let's go back to the house, before you make me feel even older than I do now."
"No,” he whispered, and it was the first time he'd ever said that word to her. “Not in his bed. In mine."
He kissed her then, so deeply that she shivered. She relented and was pressed down into male-smelling blankets.
"I will show you how very young and beautiful you are,” he whispered, his hands on her clothes.
Another task done, she thought. And in two years, he'd get another draft of $22,000. A gift of gratitude, she'd told the bank manager. She could afford to be generous. Her husband's relatives would take the house, all her other assets would be gone. Raul, sweet, earnest Raul, was the only heir she had.
And hopefully, he'd remember her well. Miss her, perhaps, a little. But either way, he'd be in the clear. After all, she couldn't make it look like he had a motive to kill her.
* * * *As usual, that night Libby did not sleep well, and as usual, she woke up feeling awful, like her head had been banged against the wall forty or fifty times. She had to look at the clock to see if it was actually morning, since her bedroom and the attendant bathroom had no windows. She dressed slowly and thought longingly of a cup of tea.
She stumbled out of her bedroom and checked to see if anyone or anything had tried to break in before she opened the living room and kitchen shutters. She let Dashiel out and followed him, thinking a walk would clear her head. Dashiel was in a good mood. The night had been quiet, then.
She turned around and looked back at the fortress. When she had first moved here, it had been a cabin, and her mother's parents had both wanted her to have it.
"Your mother isn't a country girl, dear, but you are.” Just like your father—the last part of the sentence was never spoken. Libby could not recall ever having met her father. She'd had enough bad men in her life, and she didn't need to make the list longer by bothering him. She didn't even know what he looked like, her mother having burned every single picture and memento. She shrugged. It didn't matter.
When she moved here, her first book had just started to sell. It hadn't been enough to pay for the renovations but at least it gave her provable income enough to substantiate a loan. That, and the house as collateral. She thanked God everyday the loan was paid off. She hated debt, because if she lost this place she'd have nowhere else to go.
She'd had her bedroom and bathroom windows boarded up and supports built around the remaining windows to allow her to have heavy iron shutters. Sabin and his friends would never touch iron. She'd blocked, barricaded and barred every place she could think of, taken every precaution. Still, it was only when daylight came and she could see the defenses untried that she felt as if she could breathe again. When Dashiel ran around looking happy, Libby was happy.
It was another beautiful day, she thought, though it could be the last now that winter was coming. She ran her hands down the stalks of the forget-me-nots, harvesting some late, clinging seeds. She put them in a baggie she kept in her jacket pocket. She double-checked to see if she'd locked the door then headed down the driveway.
She was constantly aware of her surroundings as she walked. She had a few things strung in trees here and there or hidden along the path that were, according to old books, supposed to tell her if one of the fae had been through though, to be honest, she really wasn't sure what type of creature Sabin was. Some of the wards were meant to detect brownies and dryads and other members of the fae; one was even supposed to detect ghosts. Not that Sabin would fall for such petty hedge witchery and woodsman's lore, but it never hurt to try.
So far, they had never done anything to prove or disprove their worth; one, made of horsehair, was looking particularly worn as birds stole the strands for their nests.
She circled around to the back of her house, checking, looking, feeling the area. Everything seemed to be as it should, until she reached the back porch.
Five apples were stacked neatly at the top of the steps. They were red, perfect, store-bought. A couple of pears, the same ones she hadn't picked from her own orchard, rested next to them. The top apple had a large, jagged bite out of it.
It was as she feared. He had walked unchallenged right through her alarm systems.
"Dashiel?” she called softly, a strand of fear wrapping around her heart. The apple's inner flesh was still perfectly white, a little teardrop of juice still clung to the ruby skin.
He never comes during the day, she thought. Day is safe.
"Dashiel! Come here!” Distantly, she heard him barking. Just some prank, she thought, looking at the apples. Or someone had put the apples and pears on her porch, and an animal had chewed on it and was scared away by her approach. She desperately hoped this was so, for no amount of preparation had readied her to face him again.
She ran to the front of the house. Dashiel wasn't coming; he stood just out of sight, barking like he was trying very hard to communicate something extremely important.
"Alright, boy,” she said with a shaky voice. “I hope to God you know what you're doing."
She gathered her courage, and followed him into the woods.


Chapter 4If you asked Alex how he came to be tied to the train tracks, he would have told you he had no idea.
He had a long time to think on it. He remembered double-checking the door to the hotel room, showering for a very long time, watching TV while he drank some soda then crawling gratefully into bed. That was it. An exciting life, to be sure, but nothing meriting this kind of treatment.
The whole situation had a surreal quality to the point where he now expected to see melting alarm clocks, and birds made out of fire. To his knowledge, only virtuous young women in frilly white dresses ended up in this situation, not boring young men in faded striped pajamas.
He blinked at the sky, trying to figure out what the constellations were above him. He struggled against his bonds, more to warm up a little and pass the time than because he thought it would help. The ropes and duct tape that bound him were thick and tight, and he had very little room to move.
After a while, his new favorite time-passer became trying not to think of how badly he needed to pee.
Alright, he told himself. I need to think my way through this, be rational.
He studied the tracks, which went for a ways before disappearing around a bend. He was not happy to note that they were shiny from use, nor could he make out any skeletons of weeds growing up between the ties. He strained, trying to take the best look around he could. He could see no house lights, no cars, no signs of humanity save for the power lines that ran parallel to the tracks.
"Hello?” he yelled anyway. “Hey, out there! The next time you decide to kidnap me let me put a coat on first, okay? It's effing cold out here!” He paused. No movement in the bushes, no response of any kind. Silence. He liked silence right now, though. It meant he had a little longer before chop time.
"I don't see the sense,” he continued, “in kidnapping a man whose PJs have worn spots in them. If I had money, I'd at least be sleeping in something a little less vintage."
He shifted. The rocks were beginning to cut into his flesh, but for some odd reason, it didn't really bother him. The cold didn't, either, although he could feel it wearing away at his resistance.
He wasn't happy to be in this situation, but he wasn't going to whine about it. His friends back at work would think he was unnaturally calm, and this might be true. He wasn't the kind of person to feel too deeply. He wasn't shallow, but he had to admit he wasn't extremely passionate. He liked to call himself even-tempered, but the truth was, he had an almost magical affinity for staying calm. It was going to serve him well now. He'd hate to spend the last moments of his life a sobbing, screaming idiot.
Who are my enemies? he wondered. He yelled “Hello” once in a while as he tried to think. His ex-fiancee? No, she'd already gotten what she wanted, i.e., rid of him, so there was no point. Anyway, they really didn't dislike each other, had just sort of grown apathetic. Although, come to think of it, their breakup scene hadn't given her much to recommend him to her. ("I don't want to marry you, Alex.” “Oh. Okay. If you're sure.” “What do you mean okay? Don't you care?") And on, and on ... but they'd made a kind of peace when he left.
Work? He couldn't think of anyone there, where he was considered just one of the guys. People had actually said they'd miss him when he left. He lost his job because the company needed to downsize. They decided Alex's office only needed four accountants. Those with seniority stayed. He knew it wasn't personal. He was the one, actually, who should be holding the grudge.
So, that left this as a random act of cruelty. Or perhaps someone from his unremembered past had caught up with him. He mulled that over and discarded it. It'd been roughly five years. Surely, someone would have stepped forward before now. Unless it had taken them that long to track him down? He laughed. Nah. He wasn't going to suddenly discover his exciting past as 007.
"No, Mr. Kincaid,” he said in a terrible German accent, “I vant you to die."
It was probably someone from the diner. He hadn't felt very comfortable there. Perhaps he'd felt something on an instinctive level. Maybe someone had decided to rob him, had followed him to the hotel and, when they discovered he had nothing, brought him out here to die for the fun of it. Maybe they'd managed to drug him, which would explain how he slept through the whole thing.
It had to be someone from around here who knew where they were going. He remembered the pair with their weird gold eyes. Maybe he was the person they'd been talking about.
Or, he could just be barking mad.
Actually, some beautiful Russian spy sneaking into his hotel room and injecting him with a sleeping drug, then having him tied to the tracks so he would never get a chance to tell the secrets he knew sounded more plausible.
He was getting sleepy. He fought it, remembering a Jack London story about a trapper who fell asleep in the cold and died. On the other hand, maybe it would hurt less if he was asleep when the train came.
Dawn broke, and while he was pleasantly surprised no trains had come yet, he knew there'd have to be one soon. The line of sky in his vision was an unreal, glowing blue, the clouds touched with an edge of pink.
Alex was still alive, but he couldn't feel a thing. He tried to call out again, the sound a clotted and hoarse groan. He tried to make some spit to moisten his throat, but his mouth felt dry and cracked.
He closed his eyes again. He'd never been much of a morning person.
"What the hell do you think you're doing?"
He opened his eyes to see a German shepherd's face, so close that for a groggy second he thought the voice had come from it.
"Teaching myself patience,” he croaked.
"Good grief! You've been tied down!"
He tried to see her, but all he could see was dog.
"Came as a bit of a surprise to me, too."
"Don't bother speaking. You sound awful. Move it, fatso.” The dog moved aside.
She had impossibly blue eyes—large, electric-blue ones that could not have come from nature—and long, wavy auburn hair that brushed him as she cut the ropes. She had a pretty, heart-shaped face, and Alex thought he would have fallen in love with her even if she wasn't in the process of saving his life.
He heard a metallic snapping sound.
"Lucky I always carry a knife, eh?” she said.
"My ... heroine...” he whispered, and she grinned at him before going for his ankles.
In the distance, he heard the low moan of a horn, blasting three long times.
"Don't worry,” she said soothingly, “he's signalling at a crossing through town. Sound carries a pretty good distance on a cold morning like this.” She huffed softly as she stepped over him. “Are you going to call the cops?"
"No."
"Are you sure? I mean, the rule is, if you don't report it, it never happened."
"Sure."
"No need for forensics, then.” She balled up the duct tape and threw it aside with the ropes.
He tried to command himself to move but failed. She put her hands under his armpits and dragged him off the tracks. The day was suddenly looking up.
"Dashiel? Dashiel! Get off the tracks.” The dog complied, and she rubbed his ears in loving reward. “Dummy,” she muttered, but as before it sounded more like an endearment. She turned her attentions to Alex again, vigorously rubbing his feet and arms.
"Thanks,” Alex said, and was gifted with another pretty, fleeting smile.
"It's not a dramatic last-minute rescue, but it's better than nothing."
"Grateful—had enough excitement."
She patted his shoulder. “We'll get you up to the house, get something warm inside you."
He stood on wobbly legs. Use made them hurt then feel better. He held out a hand.
"Alex Kincaid."
She took it briefly.
"Libby Halstead,” she nodded, almost shyly. “You can lean on me when you have to."
They worked their way up the path to a clearing with a formidable cabin in the center. He tried not to be rude and stare at it too much, but it was hard. Thick shutters flanked the window, and the door was heavy when he pulled it closed behind him. Her house looked like a castle on the eve of invasion. Are times really that bad? he wondered when he saw the twin brackets that could hold a thick wooden bar firmly across the door.
"Sit down,” she invited, pulling an afghan off a chair and wrapping it around him.
The chair was big and comfy, and he sank gratefully into it. Dashiel settled down in front of him, dark eyes watchful. He smiled at the dog, but it sat motionless, unmoved.
He heard things clattering in the kitchen.
"Do you want to call anyone, let them know you're alright?” she asked.
"No, thanks."
The room he was in was paneled primarily with bookshelves and had an oak rolltop desk near the window. There was a couch, a rocking chair and some filing cabinets. There was only one picture, a painting of a woman in an elaborate peacock feather-and-velvet dress. It was over a barrister bookcase, and he was tempted to wander over and see what books deserved such special treatment.
He looked back at the woman in the portrait, her white hair pulled up into an elaborate bun, her pale green eyes, the black pearls around her neck, and felt a pang of familiarity. The place, too, smelled familiar to him with its varnished wood and multitudes of books. He felt drawn to Libby, and he almost wanted to ask her, “Do you know me? Are you sure you've never seen me before?"
But he figured if she knew him she would have said so, and he didn't want to invite questions. She was skittish, and he was afraid any more weirdness on his part would cut off any relations between them.
"Here's some coffee,” she said when she came back in. “I only have instant. What kind of soup would you like? Something beef or something chicken? I have tomato, too."
"Don't trouble yourself.” He looked at the portrait. “Nice picture."
"Thank you,” she said almost absently. “I always liked that dress.” She perched on the edge of the couch. “So, what should we do with you?"
He drank. It was sweet—Irish cream-flavored instant stuff, but it was hot and he was beginning to feel human again. “I don't have anyone to call,” he said, “except a cab."
She shook her head. “I can drive you to town. I'm going there anyway."
"Where?"
"California."
His eyes widened, and she laughed. “Little California. A town next to a river, not the state."
"That's good. How far is that from Uniontown?"
"Uniontown?” She blinked. “Half an hour, I guess. Is that where you were staying?"
"Yeah. I was staying at the Great Gable Inn.” He waited for the question, but it never came. “Aren't you curious?"
"About?"
"How I got from Uniontown to a railroad track in front of your house?"
She shrugged. “Things happen."
He looked around at the shuttered windows. “I guess they do."
She shrugged again and stood. “I'm feeling charitable. I'll take you there."
She smiled prettily, and he looked at her standing in the light from the only open window in her fortress of a cabin. He couldn't deny it, he was hooked. He had been hooked from the moment he looked into her eerie blue eyes, stepped into her home. It looked like he'd found a place to settle, at least for a week.
"If you take me there, I could take you out to eat. Just to show my gratitude."
"Maybe,” she said shyly.
She got a trenchcoat out of the closet for him. It was too short, and he could only close it if he hunched his shoulders, but it was better than nothing. He followed her out, watching while she locked both locks then double-checked what she'd done. She unlocked her garage, and after a long inspection that involved kneeling and looking under the car with a flashlight, she got in and backed it out. He climbed in the passenger side and waited while she locked the garage again.
"Alright,” she said, sliding behind the wheel, “let's go."
He thought about commenting on her obvious paranoia. Libby looked like a reasonable woman, so he couldn't help but think (or, perversely, hope) that her fears were founded in fact and not just illusionary. Instead, he decided to pretend like nothing had happened.
"Do you mind taking me to the hotel first? I don't think they'll let me in a restaurant looking like this. Besides, I need my wallet."
"Sure,” she said. “The car will be heated up soon, and I'll put the heat down on the floor so your feet can get warm."
"That'll be great."
Outside, it was a day that couldn't make up its mind, sometimes gloomy, sometimes sunny. He wondered which mood would win.
"So, where's a good place to eat?"
"You know, I was thinking that I really need to go to shopping. Why don't I just drop you off?"
"Because I want to do something to thank you for your kindness."
"It was nothing, really. I mean, anyone would have freed you, and you should just be grateful Dashiel brought me down. In fact, it's him you ought to be thanking."
"Maybe. But it's much more fun to thank you."
She laughed a little. “Really, I don't want to put you to the trouble, and I need to get the shopping done."
He was silent awhile, digesting this. It was pretty obvious she didn't want to eat with him, but he didn't know why, and he didn't want their meeting to end like this. He had a pretty sure feeling that if he let her go it would be the last he'd see of her. It was a vibe he was getting from her.
"I know! I need some things at the store, too. So, why don't you take me, since I have absolutely no transportation, and I'll buy us something to eat afterwards."
"Why do you want to go shopping with me?"
"You wouldn't believe me if I told you,” he said, and it was true. The words You feel familiar to me and I want to know why would not be welcome.
"Try me.” She gave a hard little grin, and he knew he was on thin ice.
"Because I'm bored,” he said. “I don't want to be stuck in a hotel room all day."
"Uh-huh."
He stayed silent for a while, looking at different things. He saw a brick toll house, some seedy-looking bars, some nice houses. The place was an odd mix of decency and desperation. It doesn't know, he thought as they passed an abandoned bar, then a high-end restaurant, if it's rich or poor.
When they pulled into the hotel parking lot he said, “I'll be back out in a couple of minutes. If you're not here I'll understand."
* * * *She watched him walk up to the building and disappear through a side door. He was scarcely a romantic figure, a lanky scarecrow of a man squeezed into a black coat. He was barefoot, his light brown hair was shaggy and in need of a trim.
But he had beautiful gray eyes. Kind eyes. And there was a gentleness about him, an awkward grace in the way he moved, even when he acted like he was uncomfortable in his body. He also had an odd but appealing sense of humor, and an unearthly serenity that soothed her.
And the ability to dress and shave very, very quickly.
"I'm back! I'm glad you waited.” He looked better in a pair of dark jeans and a slightly wrinkled dress shirt but not as comforting. Her coat was over his arm, and he stood back away from the door as if waiting for an invitation. She hit the unlock button, and he folded himself back inside, putting her coat on the backseat.
"I had no choice,” she said as she turned the key. “You still had my coat."
He laughed, and she grinned, pleased.
She pulled out of the lot and drove down to the shopping plaza.
* * * *"So,” he said, grabbing a cart and pushing it through the automatic doors, “what's your middle name?"
"Why?” she asked absently, digging out her list. Beauty products first.
"So if I ever get mad at you I can use your whole name. So you know I'm serious."
She laughed. “Guess."
"Rumplestiltskin."
"Uh, no.” She knelt in front of the shampoo display, comparing prices.
"Always get the most obvious out of the way, that's what I always say. How much shampoo are you going to buy?” he asked as she dropped several bottles into the cart.
She gave him a look. He was trying not to laugh.
"Keep guessing,” she said in a flat voice.
"Anne? Lynn? Robert? Louise? Richard?"
"Those are guy names!"
"Anne? Really?"
"No, Richard and Robert, as if you didn't know.” She grabbed a bottle off the shelf and opened the cap to smell it. It was too flowery for her taste and she put it back.
"I know. I'm just being as annoying as possible so you'll get tired and blurt out the answer. I'm crap at guessing games."
"Lorraine. And you?"
He paused as if he hadn't considered the quid pro quo portion of the conversation. “I don't have one. Why don't you give me one?"
She laughed, then tried to ignore him while she checked to see if each shampoo had a conditioner mate. “I'm horrible at names."
"Really? I'd hate to be one of your characters, then."
She looked up, surprised, and he made one of her books materialize from out of nowhere.
"Same woman?” he asked, holding the cover up to her.
She nodded, and he held the book out near her, as if comparing the back cover photo to the reality.
"You photograph well, but the reality is still amazingly lovely,” he said.
She smiled at him but inside she was blushing.
"I'll have to read it,” he said.
"No, I don't think so."
"What kind of writer turns away potential royalties? Your agent would not be pleased."
"Well, it's just...” Libby stopped, trying to figure out what to say. It was hard, since she really didn't know what her objection to him reading her book was. “You're a guy."
"I am sure that many men, tons of men, in fact, read these. I bet we make up, what? Fifty? Seventy-five percent of your market."
"Oh, I'm sure.” She looked at him as if he were mad.
"Anyway, if I buy it, I can get you to autograph it. I'll be able to show it to whatever future progeny I have. ‘Yes, this is the signature of the woman who saved my life.’”
She pulled the cart toward her. “If you insist,” she muttered. She had other things to worry about, she decided. Things to buy. Royalty checks to make vanish.
"Excellent!” he said, and when she looked up, he was gone.
He caught up with her again next to the TV dinners. He looked at the growing stack of boxes in her cart, then back at her. She waited for a comment, but it didn't seem to bother him.
"There's a whole bunch of soup cans under those boxes,” she said defensively. He ignored her and held out her book and a pen.
"I nicked it from the display.” Her eyes widened. “I'll take it back,” he assured her. “But I want you to sign this before you forget."
"Are you always like this?” she asked.
"No,” he said honestly. “You seem to bring it out in me."
She took the book and pen and looked both directions before taking the cap off. It was a gel pen filled with metallic purple ink. She paused for a long moment, then wrote, “To Alex Kincaid, please stay off the tracks. Your lifesaver, Libby."
He grinned widely when he saw the inscription. She handed back the pen.
"Please return this before we get into trouble."
"Yes, ma'am. I'll be sure to wipe off your fingerprints first,” he said and disappeared again.
He caught up with her at the checkout line. He looked at the line, looked at her cart, looked at the lines around them.
"We're going to be awhile,” she said.
"Good. I have you all to myself, no distractions."
She smiled, and tried to think of something interesting to say.
"Why Alex?” she asked.
He gave her an odd look. “What do you mean, why Alex?"
"Well, Alex is a nice way to shorten Alexander, but I was wondering why Alex and why not Al? Or Xander?"
"Well, it's not Alexander. It's just Alex."
"Oh.” Libby stood there a moment, reflecting that conversation was hard when you were afraid to ask questions. Questions led to questions returned, and she didn't have that much of a past she wanted to share yet.
"So,” she asked. “Did you go to college?"
He looked at her from the corner of his eye. “Maybe."
"Maybe?"
"To be honest,” he said, “I have no idea. I had an accident a couple of years back and it knocked it all out of my head."
"You got hit in the head?"
He nodded. “Amnesia. Permanent, it looks like."
"Well, that explains a lot."
"Like what?” he asked, grabbing the separator from the side of the cash register and placing it on the belt. “I don't act like this all the time, I'll have you know. Most of my friends think I'm all normal and boring."
"I'll bet."
He took a stack of cold boxes out of the cart. “You should be grateful that someone's willing to try and add a little color to your life,” he grumbled.
"I am.” She bit her lip, trying not to giggle.
He looked at her for a moment. “You're teasing me."
"I suppose so, yes."
"I think I'm going to have a heart attack."
"It's not that rare!” she protested. “You just don't know me well enough."
"If you're going to have a heart attack, would you mind stepping to the side so someone else can get through?"
Alex arched an eyebrow and stared at the woman behind them. Libby turned around to face her.
"What's your hurry? They haven't even started on our order yet."
The woman didn't seem to hear Libby. She stared at Alex's face with growing dismay. Libby turned to look at him, but his face was calm, unreadable. He just stared at the woman until she pulled her cart out of line and went to a register several lines down.
Alex looked at Libby and blushed a little. He turned and concentrated on unloading the soup cans from the bottom of the cart. Libby helped, trying to figure out what had passed between Alex and the woman that frightened her enough to leave the line and start all over again elsewhere.
More than a few minutes later, he helped her unload the cart again into the trunk of her car. The last bag stuffed in, she shut the lid. Alex smiled and said, “It's lucky you'll have me to carry all these things in."
"Well, actually,” she said, focusing her stare on the keys in her hand, “I thought I'd just drop you off. We're practically right next to your hotel already."
"But I was planning on buying you dinner."
"You know that's not necessary."
"Libby, I'm offering you food that doesn't come in boxes.” He shrugged. “Not that we know of, anyway."
She looked at him and felt the familiarity, the comfort of him. She wanted to fight it because such a feeling could be deadly in her position, but she couldn't find the will.
"Tomorrow night,” she said. “When I'm less tired. Shopping wears me out."
"No, it's not the shopping. It's the spending,” he said, handing her the receipt that had fallen out of one of the bags. She winced at the total and stuck it in a pocket.
"Tomorrow would be great,” he continued. “I'll come get you. Do you like to eat early or late?"
She got in and unlocked the doors. He shut the door for her and came around. When he was settled beside her, she took out a notepad and a pen.
"My life's really flexible,” she said, “so it doesn't really matter. I'm not much on being out after dark, though."
"Why not?” he asked.
Because the woods are lonely after dark, she thought, but she said, “That's just the way I am. Who knows why?” She handed him the slip of paper. “I don't give this out often,” she said.
"Then I'm doubly honored."
She laughed and started the car. “I hope you continue to think so."


Chapter FiveWaking her would not be easy—if, indeed, she was still on this earth, if the tomb had not cracked and leaked. In fact, he was not entirely sure he wanted her. He loved her, true, but she liked to make things difficult for her little boy.
He knelt by the chalk pattern he had drawn on the asphalt of the abandoned parking lot. The recently boarded-up building stood between him and the highway. Behind him, it was all trees. The asphalt, although cracked, made a perfect place to cast spells, being both reasonably flat and easy to draw on.
It was night, and the only illumination here was a single light by the back door of the building. There were others in the parking lot out front, meant to scare away the bad guys; he supposed the owner was still trying to sell the place. He didn't know and didn't care.
He had soaked the chalk in magic and allowed it to dry. He put the stub in its pouch then rubbed the powder from his fingers into his cheeks. The skin would be rough for as long as he owned this body, and it would be cheaper, magically, to move to another than to continue using magic to make it look repaired. He thought perhaps, when the blue moon came and all his magic was restored, he could take away all this body's scars. He liked it—it was far handsomer and better made than the one he had been born with, and it had an affinity for the magical most didn't anymore.
He sighed and removed some cut stones from another pouch, placing them on intersecting lines. It did not matter. Days and years moved swiftly, and he'd wear out this body soon enough and have to find another.
Sabin hummed softly under his breath. Amber in the east and amethyst to the west. Night and day and rise and set. The cool electric light caught the facets, and his mind was lost in them for a time, fragmented. Eventually, he pulled himself together and placed a fist-sized ruby to the north and a counterpart sapphire to the south. The last stone he placed in the center. It was like shadow, with no real edges, no gloss to catch the light. Any shadow it threw was absorbed into its form, and it sat there as if it did not exist.
He cut his hand and dripped blood on the shadow stone. It did not react in any way, so he had to take it on faith he had done right.
Sabin stood and paced around the circle of stones. He whispered as he walked, strange old words that had long ago lost their meaning. This was not his true magical talent, making a soul call; his true gift was a strange one. He could move souls from one body to another. His other magics were weak—pitiful, really—but he considered that a flaw of the parched world he lived in.
He had only a little magic left, about two jam jars full, found in a rare buried pocket of a cracked and dried-out ley line, but it ought to be enough to last him until the full moon.
He opened one jar with great reverence. Magic had not started out as a tangible. He remembered when it was as light as air, when you could breathe magic, feel it in the thrum of life around you—when magic had been a thing of provable faith. You only had to know how to tap into the great well of it that made up the core of the planet and you could do anything. There were rules, of course, always rules, but the magic had been worth it.
Sabin remembered—he thought, but was not sure for it had been many, many years ago—lying out beneath the stars with his mother.
"Listen, Sabin,” she whispered in her Shadow voice. “Feel the ley lines beneath you. If you close your eyes you can see them running under the ground, pounding in time with your own heart."
Now, for what little magic was left to survive, it had to be bound to the tangible. Water was the best medium—it could sink into things, it could be doled out with a dropper. He took a spoon from his pocket and dripped out a tiny bit on top of the rock. It mixed with his blood and glowed redly. The redness spread along the drawn lines. He needed to keep thinking of her, to give the spell focus.
Sabin paused, and tried to remember more of his mother. What she had done to cause her name to be removed from the memory of all living beings. You could remember the others—Puck and Titania and Oberon and Mab. You could recount their deeds, describe for the listener what they looked like, but no one remembered his mother, the Dark Queen.
The Dark Queen. Sabin closed his eyes. He was to call her, to bring her here for the blue moon. It was his curse-task, and he knew how to complete it. But the most vital part, her name, what she looked like, had all had been wiped from his brain just like all others.
The Black Queen. Not the Dark Queen. The Black Queen. She was whispered of in a tale to keep children in line. What they whispered—of murdered lovers and orgies where the flesh of children was consumed and disgusting sexual acts involving innocent maidens and mutated beasts occurred were just stories. His mother had done far, far worse.
What had she done?
Sabin knelt again, staring at the circle, shaking his head. The glow had stopped just short of the outer stones. He grabbed the memory of her Shadow voice speaking of the ley lines, an unreliable memory but more than he had otherwise, and stepped inside the circle. He took everything he knew was hers—the color of his eyes, his magic, and called with every bit of his essence.
The glow leapt forward and engulfed the stones. The reflected light encased him in a sheaf of deep red. He threw back his head and screamed.
* * * *Zorovin could have told you about the burial place of the Black Queen, for he was one of the very few who remembered who she truly was.
In the mountains far away from where Sabin cast his spell was a tomb undisturbed by man. It contained six bodies—two elves and three dwarves in armor, the majority of a party sent forth with a terrible task. They were the pallbearers of the Black Queen.
She had been a cruel woman, so terrible that her memory was taken from almost all living beings. The kings and their wives carried the burden of her history, softened so they could sleep without nightmares. The seven brave ones they selected carried the horror in full so that they would never forget why they must take care with the corpse they carried, why they must bury it deep in foreign soil. And why they must not return, lest she possess one and return to the Twilight Lands like some nightmare plague.
They enclosed her in crystal, they buried her beneath rock and dirt, deep inside the tall mountain. Freed from the greatest part of their task, they had a feast with special provisions they had brought. They sang and ate then spent the next day in quiet contemplation while each dug his own grave. One stayed alive long enough to shovel the dirt over them, to erase any signs that they had been there. His hatred of the Queen rose above all others; his was the sword that had pierced her heart.
He crawled down into a small cave, and as his life bled away, he thanked God that he would no longer remember the Black Queen's name, or her deeds—and his own shame. That her one wish, to be to remembered for all time as the greatest horror that ever lived, would not be granted. That she would die as she should have lived, quietly and unremarked.
His only hope was that his brother would have the courage to slay the Black One's child and not let misdirected mercy or familial ties stay his hand. He was relieved that he would not have to put the knife to his own son, that the task would be his brother's. He closed his eyes and prayed he would be forgiven his sins, and drifted away into everlasting sleep.
This is the story the dragons tell, but sadly, they did not know the rest of it. They could not warn those who were to come after.
Many, many years later, deep in a cavern, a soft reddish glow reveals a tomb of crystal beneath centuries of dust. A ghost stands there and sees the small cracks where air and water have seeped in. Her body is nothing more than sludge and filth, nothing that the Black Queen can reclaim. She feels a pull, insistent, to the east of where she is. So, her son still lives. All is not lost.
She willed herself to the surface. There she wandered, trying to find a direction that would take her to what she needed. She shook her head. Who knew that a soul could be groggy from so much sleep?
She heard footsteps crunching on the path and looked for a place to hide, then laughed because she was invisible, unless she didn't want to be. At least, if the old rules held.
* * * *Jill broke down on the highway but managed to roll her car off the road sputtering and hissing and leaking fluids like a slain dragon. Her father would be angry, mostly because she had bought this car rather than let him buy a better one for her. It wasn't really stubborn pride but the desire to do for herself and prove herself.
She kicked the tire and grabbed her backpack out of the trunk. She wished she'd let him buy the better car, now. Or the cell phone he'd offered.
She looked up at the sky and realized she'd better get going. Girls were prey after dark, and staying by the car was even more dangerous than heading through the woods. Besides, she was familiar with the area and in an hour she'd get home. She was only an exit, maybe two, from where she'd meant to get off anyway.
She jumped over the rail and began climbing. After a time, she reached a path. Her feet crunched on dead leaves, and she tried to walk more softly. The moon had broken through, bright even though only a sliver showed, and she could see.
The path melded into a clearing. She saw a stone and thought she would sit and rest—it was about waist-high and flat enough on top. A cloud passed, darkening the land, and she looked down at her feet to make sure she was still on the path. When she looked up, she saw a woman.
She was the most beautiful woman Jill had ever seen, and she wished desperately that she could look like her, with such glossy, raven-black hair, such large gold eyes set in a finely boned face. The woman was slightly alien-looking, and very exotic.
"Would you really like to look like me?” a Shadow voice in her head asked.
"Yeah,” Jill said. “Who wouldn't?"
The woman smiled. The moon's light glittered again through the trees, and Jill realized she could see through her.
"Now, now,” the voice said as cold fingers touched her face. “It is too late to change your decision."
The cold poured into her, shoving her consciousness into the back of her mind.
* * * *The Black Queen stretched as she filled Jill's body, was reminded of how it felt to have arms and legs and a back.
Do I still have the power? she wondered, and tapped deep into the earth, looking for one drop, one little rivulet of magic.
She found what she sought in the stone of a ring trapped on an ancient skeleton's finger. She absorbed it, and Jill got her wish. Her face and figure reformed; her hair became long and black.
"Sabin?” she whispered, and the wind took her voice as she sensed for magic. She let her knowing spread until it touched the sea, where she felt her own kind coming closer along the waters. Silly creatures. They thought Titania, far away on the other side of existence, was the one they should be afraid of.
She smoothed her hands over her hips, swayed in a few steps of dance, feeling muscles bunch and slide beneath flesh. She giggled with undiluted joy, and small things for miles around cowered in the brush and would not make a sound or move until she was far away.


InterludeThe Ghost Ship
"So, it's coming,” Captain Cearvus said, eyeing the other three gathered around the table. He was the oldest, which was ironic considering that once he had sat at this table, the second youngest of a group of rebels who saw the splitting of the worlds as a chance to get away from oppressive rule. It did not seem so long ago that he and the others had decided not to heed the call of the parting song, but took to boats and floated in the ocean while their people departed for another world.
They lived on the sea and built a huge ship. For centuries, they kept to themselves, determined that no human would learn of them, content to allow the truth of the elven peoples to fade into folklore. This ship was the fourth, made mostly of salvaged parts. The prow read The Flying Dutchman, because some of the parts were from that ship, found wrecked on the shores of a deserted island. They would have been amused to hear the tales their ghost ship created.
Cearvus looked at his wife, the only other survivor of that first group. She was called Isis, and she was the color of ice. He was the only person she ever melted for, and that was only in the privacy of their cabin.
He thought for a moment of those First People, all in their graves at the bottom of the ocean. What would they do now, when it seemed that perhaps their queen was coming to reclaim them?
Next was Bronwyn, one of the first generation born on-ship, flame-haired and green-eyed. Next to her was Dare, much younger but so wise and calm, despite the implications of his name, that only a fool would keep him off the council.
"The queen will come,” Isis said. “She will not easily pass up this opportunity to avenge herself against those of us who remain.” She spoke with complete conviction. Titania was proud, and would not forget the slight of those who rejected her rule. Isis, Cearvus thought, was probably looking forward to the fight. She, too, was proud and long of memory.
"We do not even know if she still rules,” Dare said calmly. “If there is someone else on the throne it is unlikely they'd even remember us after all this time."
Bronwyn slipped her hand behind Dare's seat. She thought her relationship with the younger man was a secret. She curled a small bit of Dare's midnight hair around her fingers, her eyes all worry. He gave her a gentle smile. They had been devoted lovers for more than a year, despite the hundred-year difference in their ages. Cearvus smiled. The ship was too small to keep happenings in the dark.
"What was it, exactly, that made Alvaris think we were in trouble? Is it just the coming of the blue moon?” he asked.
Dare answered. “Alvaris said she felt something awaken. An old power appeared in the mountains by the sea. She couldn't tell if someone had truly come through from the other side, but it seems the only explanation. Someone worked a great spell, and one of the old ones, older than you, Cearvus, answered the call. We don't know if this power has aught to do with us or not."
"Someone must go and alert the settlements,” Isis said. “'Tis better to be safe, they say."
"If I remember correctly,” Bronwyn said, taking back her hand and putting it on her lap, “There are only two—Belterhoff and Barrow's Point."
"As far as we know,” Isis said. “But if there are others the chiefs of those places will know and send their own messengers."
"I will go,” Bronwyn said. She had helped set up the twin settlements originally and would know the secret paths, made so they folded reality a bit and made the journey shorter.
The settlements were built to take the overflow of elves from the ship, located in the hardest to reach places the elven kindred could find.
"Not by yourself,” Dare said.
"Actually,” Cearvus said, “Cristoff wished to go to Belterhoff. He is considering staying, as he has family there. Bronwyn can go to Barrow's Point—we will drop you off there first, then take Cristoff to his destination since we'll be coming back for you."
Bronwyn nodded.
"I'll go,” Dare insisted.
"No,” Isis and Bronwyn said together.
"I can go by myself,” Bronwyn added. “Less conspicuous."
"Take someone,” Dare said. “Take Moros. He's strong,” He showed worry keenly, for Moros was Bronwyn's ex-lover.
"We cannot spare anyone,” Isis said. “But we must send someone, so we will send our best, and thus only need to send one."
Bronwyn bowed in her direction, her hand over her heart.
So, they sailed toward the Americas. Bronwyn took her crossbow out of the hold and cleaned it. She gave it a new string, and the smith forged her new bolts for her quiver. She sharpened her knife and spent every spare moment with Dare.
"We should not have waited for the winter moon to marry,” he grumbled when they were out of everyone's hearing.
'Relax,” she whispered. “The winter moon is propitious for us. I will be back in time to celebrate it."
"You had better come back,” he said, kissing her fiercely. “You are to bear my child."
"Aye,” she whispered against his lips. “I promised it."


Chapter SixZorovin wandered through the forest. his eyes were closed, but he could see everything. The trees were spikes of green energy, and he avoided them without trouble. He only had to make sure he picked his feet up as he walked and he was perfectly safe.
His mind was open, spreading his consciousness across the land. He could not look for his son by sight, but he could search by feel. The ley lines beneath his feet were dry, for the most part, but he could tap some of the magic here and there, like a beggar digging into a muddy riverbed hoping for the last dregs of water. He could see them on a map in his mind. It was an old map, part of a body of knowledge so ancient that most dragons did not bother passing it on to their children. Zorovin was grateful for it, and he added to it, made small amendments here and there.
Dragons did not learn from books but passed knowledge on in unadorned chunks by touch and thought. It was once said that dragon kindred were so close mentally that when one dragon saw or experienced something, they all did. He wished this was true, for then all he would have had to do was tap into his son's mind and the quest would be over.
The map Zorovin visualized changed as he explored, but he always knew where he was within it and in relation to the ley lines. Small pockets of trapped magic showed white, and if there were any magical beings, human or no, he should be able to see them or the speck of their magic on the map.
He'd been following such a speck, and he was getting impatient. The spell that allowed him to track within the map was fading, and soon he'd have to rest.
He was in a park with a playground serving a cluster of houses just out of sight to his left, beyond the trees. He sat down gingerly on a swing and began rocking gently. His eyes hurt from visualizing the map, and his head felt muddled. Perhaps he'd give up for now and try to find a place to rest. The coming night promised to be warm enough. He could find a place out of the way, make himself unnoticeable and sleep. He was certainly looking forward to it; he did not like this form. He was not used to it, and walking around in it all day made his knees ache.
He would sit here, he decided, until the stars came out. If his son knew who he was, and wanted to be found, perhaps he would send a sign by the stars.
As Zorovin looked up at the sky, he was struck by how much he missed his son. He remembered Toranith's birth. He had wrapped his body around the egg, keeping it warm as the small copper-brown body, so shiny and soft, broke through. He and Fadima, his mate, had taken turns then encircling the child. He could still feel his son's breath and the rush of blood and beat of heart through the thin hide, before the scales hardened, against his stomach and chest. Dragons do love their young, Zorovin had to admit. Probably more than they loved anything else, even gold. And probably more than was good for them.
"A little old for that, aren't you?"
He turned and looked at the woman, and found the spot of magic he'd been searching for. She carried a basket on her arm, and he could smell the fresh herbs in it.
"Do not mock me, witch woman,” he growled at her, insulted by her amusement. He was tall, and his knees practically touched his chest.
She jumped a little. “What do you mean?"
"I am not blind. Your power glows fairly bright for one of your kind.” He decided it would not be wise to admit he had been following her.
She approached him slowly, fascinated. “Do you really think so?"
He looked away from her, down at the oval rut beneath his seat.
"I am not in the habit of lying.” He paused. He could see her desires. They stood out like a shopfront display. She could be of great use to him in his search, but he was afraid she would require more in return than he was willing to give. What she wanted was not entirely legal.
He decided he had no real choice.
"Your power will not do you much good in this world."
"I know,” she said. “But we do what we can."
As he'd said, he was not in the habit of lying, but he was not so certain he wanted to tell her an awful lot.
"What are you seeking?"
"Herbs,” she said. His lack of answers made her suspicious, he could feel it. “How did you know of my abilities?"
"I can see auras,” he said, a truth covering other truths.
"What else?"
"Why so many questions, wizard woman? I am not interested in harming you. You came to me.” He started rocking again. “I was perfectly content."
She stepped closer. “Can you teach me things?"
He looked inside her, saw the reason she was gathering herbs. He gave her a carefully made smile, hopefully more friendly than feral.
"There are small magics that work in this world. Some of them you might already know, but I would be willing to share them for some food and a place to sleep. And stories. I can tell you stories of the other world."
She looked at him a long time, suspicion and desire warring within her, nothing showing on her cool face.
"Is it true, then? There is another half to this world? Can you take me?"
He stood up and stretched. “It is true,” he said.
"Yes. All right, then. But, you know, I can take care of myself so you better not try anything."
Zorovin bowed gracefully. “You have my word of honor that no harm will come to you through my actions."
She studied him again for a moment. “Okay. Come with me."
He followed her off the path and into the woods again.
"I am called Zorovin,” he said. “What may I call you?"
"What? You're not going to stick to ‘witch woman?'” She laughed. “Alright, then. I'm Sierra Morgan."
"Morgan,” he whispered, tasting the name for negative feelings. There was sadness to it but nothing else. He had known another by the name of Morgan and had not liked her at all.
"Something wrong?” she asked, and he knew he could have the answer to why she asked with such suspicion but chose, suddenly, not to look anymore.
They crossed a small field. He stopped her once, plucking up a small sprig and handing it to her.
"I don't know what you call it, but it smells like an herb I've found useful in the past."
"I don't recognize it,” she said, looking at in the dim light. She added it to her basket.
At the edge of the field was a tall cast iron fence. She used a key to open a gate and let him inside.
"A castle,” he said, looking at the encircling fence and the house before him.
"In a way. My husband was ... well-off."
Again, he felt her sorrow. “He is no more?"
"Yeah, he's dead."
They reached a gravel path. Her sorrow was enough like his own—for in his heart, he thought his son was quite likely also dead—that he felt a closeness to her, and it made him speak before he thought it through. He tapped gently into her thoughts, not reading them but trying to sense her feeling toward him and what he was saying.
"I am not from around here,” he said as they approached the house. “I am looking for my son, and this is his last known location."
"That's why you need a place to stay?” She smiled at him, and he could feel her empathy. “You can stay with me for awhile, then, as long as you behave yourself."
"I would be grateful. And you will not regret it."
"I'm sure. So, what does your son look like? Is he much like you?"
Zorovin was silent a long time. He would not know what his son looked like as a human. He would be a male, probably, though if he completely lost his sense of self during the change, the planet could have put him into any human form.
"He may have changed,” he said reluctantly.
"Ah,” she said, and the words Glen or Glenda? flashed across her mind, too quick for him to catch their meaning. “I'll help you if I can."
"Again, I would be grateful."
Her house loomed large in the darkness. She looked at the smaller one beside it.
"Too bad Raul's not home. I should introduce you two."
"Raul?"
"My security guard."
Liar, he thought, but it did not bother him. Lying was a human device. Right now, he almost wished he had the luxury of prevarication.
"Welcome to my palace,” she said, unlocking the door.
He stepped into a wide front entryway, looking up at a chandelier hung with crystals, at a sweeping staircase. She locked the door, and he could feel her grow fidgety and uncertain. Questions like “Where is his luggage?” and “Where is his car?” flashed through her mind, but her desire to learn—for apparently, he had impressed her much knowing she possessed magic—kept pushing doubts aside. Still, he could feel her uncertainty begin to dominate. He was afraid if he didn't do something soon she would kick him out.
"It will be good to sleep under a roof tonight,” he said. “I am embarrassed to admit it, but I was sleeping in my car.” He paused over the concept, trying to decide if it was possible to sleep in a car. “And I was robbed."
"You were carjacked?"
He nodded once, slowly. “Yes. I was. I was sleeping in the mall parking lot, and some man tapped my car...” He looked into her mind and got an image of a car, and an idea of what a carjack was. “...window and said, ‘I have a gun and I will use it, get out of the car.'” He shrugged and looked sheepish. “I did."
He looked at her intently to see how his first lie ever went over.
Her mind was blank for a long moment, then she began laughing. “You have got to be the worst liar ever,” she said.
"I do not lie,” he said, affronted.
She put her hands on her hips. “That I believe. If you'd had any practice at all you would have figured out something better than that."
"No,” he said. “That was my first and only attempt.” He ran his hands through his hair. “I could sense your growing unease, and indeed, I can understand it. You have invited a strange d—man into your home. I wanted to put you at ease."
She smiled a little. Homeless, she thought with pity that rankled him as much as it relieved. She patted his shoulder.
"I'll keep my door locked,” she said. “Right now, I think I'll fix you a bite to eat in the kitchen."
"Sounds great,” he said.
She held up her index finger. “Might as well show you your room. It's on this floor."
She passed the staircase to the right, past a room lined with shelves ("Later,” she said, “You can come back and get a book.") past a room filled with couches and chairs ("Feel free to use the television.") to a hall lined with doors.
"I guess these were meant for servants once. You can get to the kitchen from here. We fixed them up. There's one that's practically an apartment that should be great for you. Has its own full bathroom and everything."
She opened the door and flicked a lever next to the door. She went inside then pointed it out to him to make sure he knew where it was. He nodded wisely.
He liked the room. It was large—a very good thing because he hated small spaces. It had two windows set together, their blinds already pulled, and a large bed. He touched it suspiciously, wondering if he'd be able to stand sleeping in it. It was spongy and soft.
"I'll leave you to wash up,” she said. “Go back the way we came, left at the staircase and just keep on down the hall until you're in the kitchen. I'll make us something to eat."
"Thank you,” he said. “I look forward to seeing you again."
She smiled and closed the door behind her.
He took off his coat and folded it and placed it on the wide mirrored piece of furniture. He looked at himself for a long time, wide-eyed and not happy. He thought of the thoughts he'd garnered, primarily from female minds.
This is attractive?
He had already known his hair was silver because it was just long enough he could grab some and pull it around and see it, which he had done shortly after his transformation. He thought his face was too thin and his pale gray eyes too close together. No wonder his range of vision was so narrow. He shuddered and turned away.
He took off his boots and noticed a door next to the one he had come in through. He opened it. It was a very tiny room cut across with a stout bar at the perfect height to make entrance impossible. It had a few metal things hanging from it that clattered when he touched them. He shook his head. Humans were so odd. He went and got his coat and put it and his boots on the floor of this tiny room and shut the door. At least they were out of the way. He wanted to leave the room she was lending him as neat as possible.
He flipped the tiny lever on the wall three times because it was a novelty. He played with the knobs in the bathroom. The bathrooms were a little different from the ones the humans had at home, but not by much. Zorovin's first human bathroom experience had been at the mall last night. He tried remembering what his son had told him about them.
Zorovin usually saw humans on his own terms, and since the times he took human form were both rare and brief it was all strange to him. But his son had loved going among humans.
He sighed and occupied himself with a white cloth, soap and water. He had gotten grimy during the day and wanted to look his best for his meal.
* * * *Alex entered his hotel room then closed and double-checked the locks on the door, feeling a bit like he was imitating Libby's earlier paranoia. Perhaps he'd move something in front of it. He looked out of the window, watching the traffic go by. He realized he missed Libby. He was sorry she was gone, not only because he enjoyed her company, but because he really didn't want to be alone right now. Alone was vulnerable. Alone was shot/kidnapped/otherwise harmed without anyone knowing or caring. Alone was a lot of awful things. He sighed, took out a prepaid phone card and called his ex-fiancee.
"Hi!” he said brightly, not wanting to give any clues.
"Hello,” she said with more caution. “What's up?"
"Are you mad at me?"
Despite herself—and she could be a pretty sour person—she laughed. “No. Not really. I mean, there're always some negative feelings, otherwise we wouldn't have broken up. Why?"
"Just wondered."
"We're okay. All's well.” She sounded relaxed, and he could feel the old cordiality returning. After a moment's thought, he told her roughly what had happened.
"So,” he said, wrapping it up. “Have any idea who would want to see me squished? You know pretty much everyone I do."
"No ... not at all. I mean, who'd want to? You're so..."
"Bland?"
"No!"
"Nondescript? Unnoticeable?"
"You know what I mean."
He did. Ask anyone to describe Alex Kincaid, and you'd get a sort of quiet, brown-colored description that hurt almost as much as it was accurate—on the outside, at least.
"Do you think it's connected to your amnesia? Maybe someone from your past is after you,” she suggested.
"I don't really think I'm that kind of person,” he said gently, not wanting to throw words back in her face. He could, easily. She had often called him boring.
"I guess not,” she said.
"Well, thanks. I'm sorry to have bothered you, but I think you've help me sort things out a bit."
"Well, that's okay then,” she said, sounding doubtful.
"Goodnight, Meg. And thanks again."
"Alex?"
"Yeah?"
"Take care of yourself, okay? And call, you know?"
"Don't worry,” he said. “I will."
He stood up, trying to think. Last night and early morning had taken on a dreamy quality now that he was showered, dressed, fed and warm (finally) again. His only reminders were a bit of soreness at the joints.
Tomorrow he'd switch hotels. He would have today, but the manager, seeing how upset he was about having been removed from his room, offered him a free night's stay. He accepted, although he did insist on switching rooms. Common sense suggested Alex tell him to shove it, but the idea of saving forty bucks was really too tempting. He'd check in under a different name tomorrow, always willing to bend the rules when it meant saving himself from any more nasty early-morning surprises.
It was the best he could do, because he had no idea who would have done that to him. He could only try and keep it from happening again.
He waited until six, when the night person came on shift. He called down and got the same unimpressed young woman who had checked him in the night before and should have been on duty until two.
"I was kidnapped from my room last night, and I was wondering..."
"Did they take anything, sir?"
"Well, no, nothing besides me."
"Well, since you've gotten yourself back, there's really nothing we can do, sir. If you like, I could call the police."
"I've already taken care of that,” he lied. “But could you tell me the name of the person who stayed in my room the night before?"
"No, sir. Hotel policy prohibits me from telling you who had your room before you."
He bit his tongue then asked “Can you at least tell me the gender? I just want to know if this was a case of mistaken identity."
She was silent so long he became convinced she'd put the receiver down for good. Then she said, grudgingly, “Female,” before hanging up.
He sighed. Since he wasn't particularly effeminate—sort of a tall stick with reddish-brown hair—he figured that avenue of inquiry was closed.
He hated being stymied like this. The next time he woke up in the middle of the night it might be with a cement block tied around his feet, surrounded by cold water. And he heard that Monongahela River water was especially bad for the lungs.
Bored, he walked down the hill and across the highway to the mall. He'd seen the marquee advertising movies and thought perhaps that would kill some time. He knew the sensible thing would have been to just stayed locked in his room, but he hated being cooped up.
So, he explored the mall a bit, passing more clothing stores than he'd ever have use for and not one lingerie shop to gawk at. He took in a movie, and resisted the temptation to stand on his head in an attempt to break the boredom. He wandered into the bookstore. He hadn't read anything in ages, and paperbacks had become somewhat pricier than he was used to. He was also a little overwhelmed, because most of the authors he remembered really loving were either gone completely or had written so much since he'd last had time to read he didn't know where to begin.
It took him three circuits around the mall before he broke down and bought two books off the bargain table. A couple years ago, reading had been his escape hatch, and he couldn't understand what had happened to break him of the habit. Time, he supposed, and responsibilities.
The third trip into Walden's provided him with something else. Proof that he was being followed.
Alex was standing at the table agonizing over his choices when his eye was caught by his heroine's name on a front cover. He realized where he had seen the picture of the woman in the odd dress before. He smiled—this book had been one of the ones he'd looked into to find a name for himself but had thought Gabriel Churchill was probably too pompous.
A man was reading the book, and he thought it strange to see a man reading the flyleaf of a historical romance. The man laughed at something in the book, and Alex felt insulted.
Gold eyes met his over the book, blinked. He recognized Tark, from the diner. The man turned and took the book up to the counter. Alex picked up another copy. It was a different title from the one he'd bought earlier. He decided on it and a mystery novel.
In snatches, he got a good look at Tark. He was shorter than Alex, and heavier, and older. He was well-dressed and had that air of money that good, constant healthcare and professional hair stylists provided.
Alex decided to go to the food court and get a couple slices of pizza and a soda. His tail sat down a few tables away and began to read. Alex was impressed by the man's self-confidence, because he knew his own wouldn't have allowed him to sit and calmly read a romance in public, the embracing couple on the bright cover clearly advertising its contents.
He ate at a leisurely pace, pleased because he didn't think anyone could make a slice of pizza last fifteen minutes, then cleaned up, threw out his garbage. He walked past the man then stopped, turned around and looked over his shoulder.
Tark stared intently at his book, ignoring Alex.
"Hey,” Alex said. “Why are you following me?"
The man jumped up, shutting his book and putting it in the bag.
"I'm not,” he said coldly, pushing past.
Alex unbalanced, and the man's bag got caught on a chair, falling to the ground on top of Alex's. Alex reached for his bag, watching the man as he stalked up the mall. A quick check on the bag's contents showed the same books he had purchased. He sighed and went the opposite way, wanting to get home before the other took up the trail again, worrying that he'd just made a huge idiot out of himself.
He remembered the conversation between Tark and his friend, and had an uncomfortable feeling he was not so safe after all. It could be just coincidence—the town wasn't so big he couldn't accidentally run into the man at the only mall around.
He did not spend a comfortable night.
* * * *She was sorry she hadn't enlisted Alex's help after all—she had bought a fifty-pound bag of dog food and would have loved to have foisted the carrying of it off on him. It wasn't really that heavy, she told herself, just awkward.
She pushed the door open and set the bag down. Alex had put it in the trunk earlier with disgusting ease. It was also the first thing he'd loaded, so she was almost done.
She ran back outside and drove into the garage, made sure everything was locked. Pulling the garage door down and looking up at the deepening twilight, she cursed herself for taking so long with that silly man.
Well, that, she thought, hefting the tote bag full of mail she'd collected, and the fact she'd stopped at a couple of places on the way home.
She had managed to collect her mail just before the post office closed then gave in to the temptation of the used CD shop down the block from the library. Of course, she couldn't pass the library without checking the sale table. Time had gone so quickly. She sighed and headed for the house.
The wind changed direction, and on it she heard a flute playing, the tune soft and longing.
"Dashiel?” she called, but it came out as a whisper. She had locked the door, so if she could get inside she'd be safe, all nice and locked in, and it wouldn't matter if anyone else was here.
She ran around to the front and called Dashiel again. He came up the slope of the driveway as she undid the front door with hands that shook.
"I hope you've attended to business, old boy,” she muttered, barricading them in.
She stood there a long time, looking out the small, square peephole in the shutter. How did I get here? she wondered, passing the time morbidly remembering famous suicides and wondering what their last thought had been. How did I get here? This was not the destination I set out towards.
She pushed the thought away. Groceries were sitting out in the middle of the floor, and the ice cream, soft from being in the trunk, would be near puddle consistency by now.
She wanted to make it at least to another Christmas, when her two closest neighbors did dueling lights, each making a huge display that was a pleasure to watch, a thousand colors dotting the trees in the distance on either side.
She turned on the kitchen radio. She would not think of any of these things; the future would come, and there was nothing she could do about it but pray and try to hang on. She would not think of him, wondering if he was still out there, in the woods, watching her home.
"State police have called in the FBI to help them in their search for nineteen-year-old Jillian Keats, whose abandoned car was found along I-81. Allentown Police are asking that anyone who may have seen..."
Libby changed the station, praying that things worked out for this Jillian girl but doubting it.
She emptied blue plastic bags, dealing boxes of TV dinners out like cards. Poultry, beef, pasta, fish and small side dishes went in neat piles on the floor in front of the freezer. When she was sure she was done, she took the one she'd bought for tonight, put in it the microwave and put the rest away in an order she hoped would stay somewhat neat.
She felt eyes on the back of her neck, although everything was shut tight, every blind drawn. This is the worst time to check it, she thought. It would be best to wait until full daylight. She put away some cans, but the thought became an unbearable itch, and it might just drive her mad if she didn't go check.
She opened her closet and took out box after box. Old clothes, kid's books, some family stuff she didn't want to part with but didn't want to use. The floorboards were painted brown and, to the casual eye, looked solid. Libby had sealed off this part of the cellar completely and the only way to get to it was through this trapdoor made of boards whose edges were staggered just like a regular floor so no one would see telltale neat, square lines. It made the trapdoor singularly hard to open, but she managed, getting her fingernails under the edge and lifting.
She backed down the ladder and let the door shut behind her; it was easy to open pushing up. In the dark, she felt around. Mud walls, mostly, except where a slab of limestone, cold, clammy and dusty, jutted out into the room, and the smooth surface of a section of concrete blocks held together by rough, sloppy mortar. Ah, well, it had been her first and only mortaring job, and she hadn't needed it to look pretty.
She could see the room clearly when she reluctantly opened her eyes. The trowel she kept down there reflected dimly in the light where use had not destroyed the finish, and she picked it up from the shelf the limestone slab made. She pressed against the outcropping so that the rounded edge was against the small of her back, and from that point she counted paces. She turned left once and counted a few more. There she knelt, and scraped off an inch of dirt from around an iron plate.
She didn't need to lift it, for the glow in the room grew brighter, and she knew the stone was still there because her eyes reacted to its presence. She lifted the plate anyway and looked at the box. She touched it, and the blue light around her became white. She closed the hiding place quickly, relieved when the glow died down and she was able to see more clearly again.
She sighed and began putting things back the way they belonged. The dirt of the floor was loose, so if she was careful, it wouldn't look any more disturbed than it had before. She walked all over, packing the dirt down. She put the trowel back exactly were she'd found it and climbed the ladder. She washed up then packed the closet again. The inspection had made her feel better, relieved. As long as she did her job and watched after the box, everything would be fine.
* * * *Grave-digging was hard work, especially since the grave was a few years old and the earth had become packed down to near rock-hardness.
Sabin put his shovel down and leaned against the ornate stone.
"Keep going,” he said to the man working beside him.
"I'm tired, too,” Tark said.
"Tough. So, do you think he made you?"
Tark looked up. “No, I don't think he knew I was watching him,” he said.
Sabin knew he was lying.
"He's been bothering me,” he said.
"Look,” Tark said reasonably, “he doesn't seem special. You can't just go around killing people because they look sort of like the guy that attacked you."
The look he got made should have made him thankful Sabin wasn't still holding a shovel.
"Do you know what it's like to have electrical current run through you?” Sabin spoke calmly, almost off-hand. “To lie there in pain, unable to let go and let death take you? Feeding yourself only enough magic to stay alive and hoping you'll heal naturally, not daring to use the magic to heal yourself because it might not take and then you'd have no life support? He nearly killed me, and nothing before has ever come close to doing that. Not my wretched uncle, not the years of being trapped in that damn stone, nothing."
Tark was silent. “Well, you could have just slashed his throat and been done with it,” he muttered. Sabin's eyes widened, and Tark ducked his head. “Sorry."
"I was bored,” Sabin growled.
Tark froze again, thinking of past victims and Sabin's ways of dealing with them. He shuddered then started shoveling with renewed enthusiasm.
"He's special,” Sabin continued. “Fate has spared him, and at the hands of our lovely Libby. I want to know why."
He'd tied the man up near Libby's house so that when she found out and was told what the man looked like she'd be frightened and realize there was no escaping him, that no one could save her. Then, the train scheduled to kill him well before Libby would have been out and about had broken down. It intrigued him that some force had intervened to save this one's life when none of his other victims had been given such treatment.
Sabin looked down at the stone, ran his fingers over the delicately done characters. The engraved roses felt satiny, if stony cold.
"Rita Halstead,” he whispered as his fingers traced the words. “1973-1996. Beloved Daughter and Sister. Hush, the princess merely sleeps."
"Is that what it really says?"
"Oh, yes. Our Libby had a hand in that. Ever the poet, our pretty Libby."
Sabin watched Tark's awkward movements. The creature had possessed that body for a few years now but had not yet gotten used to moving about in it. He panted as he worked, like the middle-aged man his body once belonged to, his eyes, gold like Sabin's, alone betraying that he was special.
The shovel thunked against the coffin lid, and Sabin set to again, helping his servant clean the dirt off.
"I can't believe it,” Tark said. “All that money on an expensive stone, and they just plunked the coffin into the ground."
"From what Lib's told me about her family, I can.” Sabin laughed, and jerked the lid open.
"Oh, God!” Tark gasped when the smell hit him.
"Hey, Rita, baby. I've brought you a little prezzie."
He took a bottle from his pocket.
For the past several years, Sabin had been soaking Rita's eyes in one of his jars of magic. Just before going to bed this morning, he'd taken them out and placed them in a small plastic container. He opened this container now, and an eerie green glow illuminated his face. It was a crue* * * *ight, and showed the scars from burns that would not heal.
He took one eye out and carefully pushed back the remains of her eyelid—they'd been sealed shut over a fake eye. He fished for the glass ball and threw it over his shoulder. Tark ducked. Sabin placed the real eye back in its socket.
"I hope I guessed right, yes, I do,” he told her as he repeated the process with the other eye. “I'd hate to have put the eyes in the wrong sockets. It'd really mess up your sense of perspective.” He paused then stuck his finger deep inside the second socket, feeling around. “Ah, there it is,” he said. “I hope I didn't scramble your brains up too much looking for it.” He looked over at Tark. “But then, she wasn't really all that bright anyway, so a little brain damage won't hurt her."
He slid the eye into its place and began chanting under his breath.
"I call you, she who last gave this body breath, she who last gave this body life. I whisper for you in the darkness, and you are drawn. Sleep no more and come and do me the service I have chosen you for."
He muttered some more words under his breath, and rotted flesh and bones began to knit and heal, grave dirt cracked away. He didn't bother to fix her clothes. He struggled, trying to get the hair color correct, but instead of the bright, vibrant red he remembered it stayed a dead, straight dark garnet. Her skin also refused to quite cooperate, but became fine and cool as blue-tinted porcelain, hairless and perfect. He studied her for a moment, her beautiful face, her sensuous figure. He bent over and kissed her.
"Breathe,” he said.
Her eyes opened. They were green-gold, and they glowed. She obeyed his command, taking a deep breath as she sat up.
"There is so little magic left in the world,” he said, caressing her face. Her expression was as distant as the bottom of the sea. “You have to find a well of it, a place where the ley lines haven't completely dried up. To assume all the magic left with Merlin would be a mistake, any more than to assume that the people in the magic world don't even have matches. There's overlapping, as in everything. You just have to look for it.” He stood, and helped her up out of the grave. “Tark, meet Rita."
The woman blinked, her features, stiff from disuse, showed confusion. “Rita?"
Tark looked worried. Sabin said, with just a hint of bravado, “Don't worry. She's just confused, that's all."
He grabbed some clothes out of a bag and handed them to her. A pair of panties she'd once left behind after an afternoon of sex, washed, of course. A black mini-skirt her sister had bought that had somehow ended up among his things. A tank-top from his own wardrobe. She put them on with golem-like movements.
"She is magnificent,” Tark said. He had watched her dress with more than a little interest.
"Hands off,” Sabin said. “She has a purpose to serve, don't you, my pet?"
She looked at him, her eyes and face without a spark of life in them. He put his hands on her rib cage and pulled her close. Her face just an inch away from his, he whispered, “Lead us."
"What about the ... uh.” Tark said, pointing at the grave.
"I've hired someone to take care of it,” Sabin said easily, and a pair of Terfa came out of the shadows. Tark had thought they were just short trees. He gulped.
She gave one nod and pulled away. She leapt over her open grave and kept going. They gathered their things and followed her as she cut across lawns and roads, making as straight a line as possible. They stopped a few hours before morning, because Sabin knew they wouldn't find another hotel before dawn.
"Can't we take a car?” Tark panted as he threw himself on the bed.
"No,” Sabin said, “that's not how things are done. You know better."
Rita chose a corner of the room and slid down the wall into it, her knees up to her chin. If she took her eyes off either of her captors, Sabin never knew; his dreams were colored by the green glow of her eyes.
* * * *They walked for two nights, sleeping during the days, as Sabin hated sunlight, and reached the entrance to a cave hidden deep in the forest. It was a creepy, out-of-the-way place, and hard enough to get to that most casual hikers or hunters would never bother.
Rita went in first. She stopped in front of a seal, her eyes glowing brightly, illuminating the carved stone. Tark brushed dirt and thick dust webs off the surface with his hands, then turned and nodded at Sabin. She had led them to the right place.
Sabin came up behind her and placed his hands over her temples. Now for the second part of the spell he had placed on her eyes.
"No one knows where the soul of Carsisus walks, but I declare to you now that you are that great sorceress. Already you have led us to the place only she knew about. Think back, think back a hundred years, a thousand years, let your mind wander until the day you stood here with the three and sealed this tomb."
"Yes,” Rita whispered. “The Shadow Kind gone forever, the land freed from their evil."
"What did you do when you were Carsisus? What did you press?"
Rita ran her hands along the carving, touching two places. Circles etched in the rock slid in with a grinding of dust and stone, and a handle appeared in the middle of the door. Tark reached forward to grab it, but Rita pushed him away.
"Fool, charging in where you have no knowledge."
She pushed the handle back in. A second one appeared. She twisted it left, then right, and it broke off in her hand. The seal cracked open, a huge slab of it fell to the ground. It was unrepairable.
"This is not what we planned,” Tark said, for he wanted the choice of fleeing the denizens in the chamber below and locking them back in.
"Still, it serves our purpose,” Sabin said. “Come."
He slapped Rita lightly, and she snapped out of the trance. She backed away a step, but Sabin took her arm and forced her to walk ahead of him, down the steps and to the chamber below, her eyes serving as a torch.
The steps were clean, but the air still seemed thick and choking. Sabin felt as if the darkness had taken substance and was entering him with every breath. He welcomed it, for the darkness already inside would rival the pitch black of this cavern.
Unlike his mother, who righteously considered herself injured, Sabin knew he was evil. It pleased him greatly, for he felt it was easy to be partially good or even all good, but pure, dark malevolence was an art.
They reached the bottom of the stairs; Rita faltered to a stop and would not go farther.
"Hold her,” he said to Tark, for she still had many uses as far as he was concerned.
He took a small jar out of his pocket. The substance in it glowed a deep red. He held it for a moment, loath to let it go, for it was rare magic that he had no more of at home. He took a breath and set it on the stone floor in front of him. It was an offering to his mother's servants, who had been locked in this prison, forgotten when the worlds were parted.
"Hear me, Shadow Lord. Hear me, Shadow Kind. I am Sabin, son of the scourge of the dead. I may seem young by the reckoning of flesh, but I am old in my essence and would parley with you, for I respect the power of the Shadow."
"We can read your essence, Sabin-child, but what we see is diluted by time and the eating of mortals,” the darkness whispered. “You are no longer truly your mother's son. Why should we listen to you?"
"A blue moon comes and I, Sabin, purely my mother's son, know where to find the parting stone."
"Little witch-boy lies. The parting stone is hidden too well,” the darkness whispered to itself, arguing. “We would have felt it long ago if it was truly within reach."
"Oh, no,” Sabin said. “I know where it lies. I will have it in my hands in but a few days."
"What do you intend to do with it, witch child?"
"I intend to rejoin the worlds, and make it fit once more for Shadows. Think, Shadow Kind, what will happen when the worlds come together. Buildings will be smashed to pieces as they struggle to fit into the same spot, people will be crushed as the land shifts, fighting to regain some sort of shape. There will be much suffering, and darkness, and horror."
"Chaos,” the Shadows whispered, savoring the word. “Yes. When the two realities collide there will be much pleasure for our kind."
"I cannot fight this cause alone. There are only the three of us and a dozen Terfa. May I count on your armies to bring back the time of Shadow dreams?"
There was a soft chittering noise in the darkness. “Yes. The armies of Shadow and the goblin kindred will fight at your side. Tell us what you would have us do."
"Gladly,” Sabin said.


LibbyA few years before...?
The lab was cold, the paper-covered vinyl bed Libby sat down on colder.
"Okay, I'm going to blindfold you now,” the assistant, Todd, said.
"Why?” she asked. Her voice trembled, but she tried to make herself sound calm. She'd never done anything like this before and was feeling a bit shy and fluttery.
"So you can't see the objects. We want to make sure that your reactions to the stimuli are pure."
"Um, okay."
The cloth was pulled tight; she felt his hands smooth the cloth across her eyes, making sure there were no gaps. He pushed her back gently, hands took her ankles to pull her around. She lay perfectly flat on the cold surface and thought, This is what it must fee* * * *ike to be dead.
"What's your full name?” another graduate assistant asked, her voice light, friendly.
"Elizabeth Lorraine Halstead."
"So, are you Liz? Or Beth?"
"Libby."
"Okay, now, Libby,” she continued. “I'm going to pull your shirt up, just a little, so we can see your stomach."
She felt her T-shirt being pulled from the waistband of her jeans and folded up. She felt vulnerable and self-conscious. Was her skin clean? Did she look chubby?
"We're ready, doctor,” Todd said.
"Excellent,” the professor said.
When they'd met earlier he had seemed fatherly, nice. Now, she wondered if he was poised with something sharp, ready to cut into her tummy.
"Are you comfortable, Libby?"
She nodded, then said “Yeah” in case they weren't looking.
"Very good. Now, we're going to start our series of tests. We'll be placing various objects on your stomach, the insides of your arms and your forehead, and you will tell us how they make you feel. Most likely, you'll feel nothing, and if that's the case, that's exactly what you must tell us. You have no idea what results we're looking for, so the best way to help us is to be honest. I'm afraid these objects will be cold, but nothing we do will mark or penetrate your skin in any way. Are you ready?"
"Yes, sir."
He patted her arm and moved away. “I am now about to select the first sample. I will show it to the camera, Lori will write down the name and keep record of the data, and Todd will tape the proceedings and help when needed."
Think of something else. She was spinning herself a story about winning the lottery with a ticket found in a book when the first object broke her train of thought. It was cold and flat, a little larger than a half-dollar.
"Nothing,” she whispered.
Something else that rocked a little on rounded edges was placed on her stomach. She thought for a moment, then said, “Nothing."
The next object was very cold, far colder than the others, and heavy.
"I feel a bit sick. Like I'm going to throw up."
"Really?” Dr. Seward sounded surprised.
"Really!” she said, and began to sit up. Her stomach was roiling, and she wasn't sure if she'd make it ... but the object slid off, and the feeling stopped. Completely. She was pushed down again.
The next object was placed on her forehead. Suddenly, her skin felt hot. She could feel sweat forming.
"I feel very hot."
The back of a hand touched her skin.
"You are. Todd? Focus the camera on her forehead. Look at the beads of perspiration. Lori? For comparison purposes, can you pick up that thermometer and bring it over, so we can tape the temperature?"
For a time nothing more happened. Then, one of the objects set her shivering so badly she had to be held down, and another made her limbs rise uncontrollably, sticking out so stiffly no one could force them back until the cause had been removed.
The next one did nothing, nor did the two after that.
The last one, though, set her screaming, keening over and over as every nerve ending came alive and the touch of her clothes, the feel of the hands that reached to help her, the motes of dust in the air burned like fire.
She ripped the blindfold off and sat up. Something fell from her stomach, and the agony stopped. She looked on the floor and saw what had caused it all—a stone, pale sickly-green and rough. On a tray next to her bed were rocks and gems of all descriptions, laid out like a display at a nature store, a half-dollar and a small rubber ball. A ruby as broad as three fingers, oblong and faceted, stood out like a beacon.
"Are you alright?” Dr. Seward asked. Lori looked frightened, Todd derisive.
"I think so."
"I don't know what the big deal is,” Todd said. “I mean, she has to be faking."
Libby stared at him, but Lori saved her from trying to think of a properly scathing reply.
"Her reactions match the reactions in the books. And she couldn't have known which stone we were using."
"She said on the questionnaire that she wears jewelry. If she reacts this way to stones, how could she?"
"Nothing I own is real,” Libby said. “Except for sterling silver. But mostly I wear beads and, you know, fake stuff."
"Well, in any case, we'll have to repeat the experiments,” Dr. Seward broke in. “Attach some monitoring devices."
"No."
"No?"
"We're quits, Doctor,” Libby said, tucking her shirt back in. “I don't know what just happened, but for some reason I react to these stones in ways I don't want to ever feel again.” She crossed to where her belongings were and put on her coat. She was still shivering, weak from pain. “I'm a senior. Right now, I have a four-point-oh GPA, and I'm not going to risk it. I can't afford to."
Lori nodded slowly, and Todd sneered.
"Libby...” Dr. Seward began.
"I'm sorry. I didn't volunteer to be put through pain like that. And you don't know what other stones might do to me.” She shrugged apologetically, shouldered her backpack and left.
At the union, she chewed and swallowed four aspirins in hope they would cure the resounding headache she'd gotten from all that nonsense. She didn't feel better with food in her stomach, so she dug out the date book where she'd carefully written down just how many skips she was allowed for each class. She was relieved to see she didn't have to go to her next one.
She gave in to her addiction to email only long enough to see if anyone had sent her anything then took the elevator to the fourth, “quiet” floor of the library and settled into a chair. While she hid out, wrapped tightly in her coat, she kept thinking that she ought to go home, but she hated the idea of being alone. She kept remembering the pain—not reliving it but reliving the fear of it—and a strange feeling that she had called unwanted attention to herself, that something knew what she really was and was now watching her. Which was silly, because she was nothing, unremarkable, unremarked upon.
She shook her head. “Goofy,” she muttered, scanning the spines of what books she could see from the chair. Everything hurt, like with a bad case of the flu.
She had two papers to do, but she wouldn't need to do any more research for them until they were underway. She scanned the fiction shelves, picked up a couple of books that looked like fun and promised herself she'd work really hard all day tomorrow and Sunday, but tonight she'd veg out in front of the TV and read. She hadn't rented a movie in ages, and the idea appealed to her.
* * * *When they called her later, asking her to come in for just a few more tests, she politely said no and hung up. Soon, she began screening her phone calls, standing over the machine while each took a turn trying to convince her.
Then Dr. Seward called while she was out and said the one thing that could change her mind.
"There's a reason why you reacted the way you did during the tests, Libby. I need you to visit the office, come talk to me and let me explain. Forget the study for now, just let me tell you what I know."
She looked at her watch. It was early afternoon. Maybe he'd still be around his office? So, she grabbed her purse and headed for campus, thinking that if she didn't go to him now, maybe she'd never get around to it.
She cut around some bushes and across the green, in a hurry because she wanted to know what he was going to say. She slipped on the wet grass, but strong, warm hands saved her from falling. She turned to thank her benefactor and found herself looking into eyes like golden wine. He was incredibly handsome, tall, slender, poetic. Golden straight hair and a beautiful smile—seeing his smile, she followed his example. One of his hands was still on her arm, and that slight contact made her feel flushed, filled with heat.
So, she went to lunch with Sabin instead. It was fortunate, for if she had made it to Dr. Seward's office, she might have been killed with him.


Libby's DiaryOctober 19
Rita has finally come back from her latest spate of wandering the world. Dad insists that she live with me. He thinks that if she's introduced to the college atmosphere, she'll fall in love with it and decide to get her degree. I'm less than thrilled. I love Rita, I really do, but I like being alone, and Rita's kind of hard to take when you're trying to study. She likes constant noise and constant attention.
But, Dad's paying the bills, and I don't want him to repeat that awful thing he said once, that I was jealous of Rita's vibrancy. I'm not, of course. I'm not really his daughter, but Rita is. I've gotten used to being something Mom brought with her to the marriage, not an actual part of it. And I was so grateful that he sent me to college, and so glad to get away from home, where Rita is the petted and coddled symbol of their union, and I'm the accidental get of her asshole ex-husband.
And lest future generations think I'm a jerk, let me remind you all of the time I got slapped for having a boy in my room. We weren't doing anything, just talking and listening to music. Alright, he did kiss me once...?
But Rita gets caught naked, straddling the guy, and she gets birth control pills!
So now I have to live with Rita, who loves to make trouble with Dad, who steals my clothes and has impromptu hash parties. I would be nicer about the whole thing, if dear old Dad hadn't told me that if he caught me having any parties here, I'd be looking for a place of my own.
I know. I sound like such a brat. Like I said, I am very grateful that I have this little apartment, that I'm getting to go to school. So I never say these things out loud. I just write them here, and then I feel better, and I can behave myself.
October 22
I can't tell if I'm in love with Sabin or not. When he's not here, I pretty much forget him. But when I'm with him, I feel like I'd do anything he asked.
I've never been with a man, but when I see him, I need him so desperately I can't think. So, since Rita has gone home for the weekend, I think I'll invite him up.
On the Dr. Seward front, the police don't seem to know what happened. I wish I'd gotten to talk to him, find out what he knows. I found some stuff in Kunz's The Curious Lore of Precious Stones and Jewels. I can't find Lori or Todd anywhere on campus.


Chapter SevenShe waited hours and hours for him to come, then gave up and went for a walk. Later, she would have no recollection of how she ended up where she did.
She rounded the hedge and saw them on a bench. She recognized Rita's giggle before she saw her. Her sister's back was to her. A man sat on the bench, and Rita straddled his hips. She threw back her head and laughed, and Sabin looked into Libby's eyes over her sister's shoulder. He smiled.
Libby ran.
She wonders, dimly, in the back of her head while she experiences this dream, if the fact she wished so profoundly in that moment for her sister to drop dead was the cause of all the trouble to follow.
* * * *Libby came out of the dream regretful. She had rarely viewed her sister in a good light, but Rita could be really great. Especially if she'd been away from home for awhile. There was a month where they'd lived together that had been the most wonderful time in the world.
She would carry the guilt, not for her sister's death but for feeling she hadn't tried hard enough, been nice enough, for the rest of her life.
She looked over at the alarm clock and realized the electricity was out and the white noise of her existence—the refrigerator, the heater, the clock radio she sometimes left playing—was gone, leaving only the skitter of leaves across the roof, the click of dog claws on the floor, the bumping and gnawing of rats or squirrels chased into the walls by the first real cold of fall.
Fortunately, she never depended on electricity for her security. She rolled over, rescued a pillow from disappearing under the headboard and willed herself back to sleep. She wanted nice dreams tonight.
She relived the nice time she'd had with Alex. He was the first man she'd wanted to be with in years. If she wasn't careful, she'd fall hard for him.
She was just settling into a comfortable doze when she heard the first melody from his pipes, high and reedy then low as if whispering secrets. She sat up, shivering, as he played just outside where the bedroom window had been.
"Libby,” he whispered, “I'm waiting."
She sat in the darkness and stayed very quiet, hardly daring to breathe.
"Soon,” he said softly, and began to play again. She listened as the sound went farther and farther away, shivering and very, very afraid.
There was a click, and she heard the refrigerator come back on; the clock by her bed began to flash. She crossed to her wind-up clock and turned on a light so she could see the time and reset her alarm. She knew she wouldn't sleep the rest of the night but pore over old books instead.
"Something's about to happen, Dashiel,” she said. “Too many odd things are going on.” She looked down at him. “Do you know of anything?"
He just stared intelligently up at her.
She sighed and went into the living room, turning on lights as she went. Her tote bag of mail was on the couch, and she dumped the contents, pulling the wastebasket closer. She wasn't expecting anything, but mail often brought her a package or two. She threw out some circulars and opened an oversized padded envelope. It was an advance copy of a romantic suspense novel, the author's name one she didn't recognize. There was a press release and a letter.
"Dear Ms. Halstead,” it read, “I was hoping you would read the enclosed book. You have been a huge inspiration to me, and..."
Libby smiled and folded the letter in half and placed it in the book. She put the book on the table, promising herself to try and get to it right away. The woman would be hoping for a blurb for her jacket, which Libby was always happy to give if the book was good but often didn't have time to do.
She opened up another mailer, expecting something similar. Instead, she found a plain brown cardboard box. She opened it with slight trepidation, since only her agent knew her address—the book and letter had been mailed there and forwarded.
This was not a book. It was a bracelet made of colored glass gems in square settings. The settings were connected in a chain—a purple stone, then a black, then a green stone, and so on from clasp to clasp. She picked it up dazedly and held it in her hand, the lamplight catching the facets.
She had first seen this bracelet at a flea market on a table of new jewelry. Her sister had fallen in love with it at first sight. Libby had bought it for her, and Rita had bought her one almost exactly the same, except the stones were oval. She could still smell the sun on the grass, the scent laced with cigarette smoke.
She went to her jewelry box to make sure. At first she didn't see it, because it had slid under her dragon pin. She picked it up, comparing the two chains, and they looked the same, save for the shapes.
She hadn't told anyone of this, nor written of anything similar in her books. Had her mother mentioned it to a friend? But, no, her mother could barely speak her older daughter's name after the police had considered her a suspect in Rita's murder.
It wasn't surprising she was the first person they looked at. It was her apartment, after all. But lack of evidence forced them to drop the idea.
A bit of dirt clung to the backs of the settings. She washed the bracelet off carefully and wrapped both together in a scrap of velvet. She put them in the box, perplexed.
* * * *Sierra knew Sabin, although she often wished, dreaming odd, fragmented dreams that did not always feel like they belonged to her, that she did not.
She was awakened by the eerie keening of a flute. It was a soft, wailing sound, like a weeping child. She got up and drew on a robe. She was shivering, and could not kid herself it was from the chill of the room.
She crossed to a window. It took her a few moments to nerve herself to touch the curtain, to pull it back just a little. It can't be him, she thought, he wouldn't know where to find me.
She peeked through, looking at the yard below. There was no one there, but the tune continued. It was his tune, so simple a thing, so terrible. She could hum along to it, she knew it so well; she could sing the words if she had the courage, for he'd taught them to her long ago.
Come, come, my lassie
Come ye to me.
Come, come, my lassie,
We'll drown in the sea.
We'll drown in the sea, my love,
Drown in the sea,
And you can be with me, love,
Forever with me.
She stared hard. To her left, a light came on. Her yard was filled with lights connected to motion detectors. She jumped back and let the drape fall.
A raccoon tripped it, she thought, then remembered the lights were set too high for that. A deer, then. Yes. A deer. Or Raul was taking a late-night walk, and he'd forgotten to switch the lights off before leaving the garage.
Truth was, she hoped that Raul, with the ability of youth, would sleep through this and stay safe in his bed.
She went to the side of the house where the light had been tripped. The music was louder. She took the curtain's edge carefully in her hand, the material smooth and stiff between her fingers.
He stood in the circle of light, everything around him blotted out so he seemed like the only thing in existence. The yellow glow glinted off the silver of his flute.
"Come ... come..."
He stopped mid-verse and looked up at her. He smiled and waved, just in case she didn't know he saw her.
Her fingers froze to the fabric. He hadn't changed much. His eyes were the same strange gold, knowing everything intimately in a second's glance. His hair was still blond, and it made him look, in the light, like a statue of precious metal. If she owned such a statue, she would hurl it into the sea, no matter what its worth—throw it and get it as far away from humanity as she could.
He raised a hand and wiggled his index finger at her. Come here.
The light went out.
Did he know who she was? Did he recognize her? What did he want from her? Revenge? Favors?
Did she dare go and find out?
She thought of Raul, of Zorovin in the room below. If she made Sabin come after her, he would kill them both just for spite. She knew this. If she could keep him outside, perhaps he'd never even know about her friends sleeping so soundly, and the evil one would pass them by.
She hurried down the stairs, taking the long way past Zorovin's door. She paused, listening, but she didn't know anything of his sleep patterns to determine if the lack of sound was normal or not. She went through a small door to the kitchen. She paused to take some apples from a bowl, wondering if doing so was foresighted wisdom or foolishly giving away the fact she knew him so well.
She stepped outside and shut the door.
He sat on the rail of the porch, all in shadow save for a trick of the light that brought out the glitter in his eyes. He was tapping the flute on his palm.
"You are a witch?"
She shoved her shaking hands into her bathrobe's pockets. She cursed herself for buying thin satin rather than a nice thick velvet or terrycloth. She could have bundled up, perhaps felt a little braver and not so naked. The apples warmed in her hands, one in each pocket.
"I'm not sure what you mean."
"Let us not argue semantics. Witch, mage, enchantress—it makes no difference. Do you practice the art of magic?"
"In my own small way."
He liked that. He laughed a little. She tried to remember how to play him. How to act to get the right reaction, to not be ripped into a thousand bloody pieces.
"Do you know who I am?"
"You play the old songs,” she ventured.
"That is not an answer."
Suddenly, she was far more afraid than she ever dreamed she could be. To say no would be insulting to his overblown ego, to say yes could make him look closer at her, perhaps give away how she knew.
"You are one of the old, the wise."
"And...?"
"My Lord! Give me some clue! There are not many of your kind left, but I am nervous, and would not want to insult you with a wrong guess."
He leaned forward. “Go ahead. Insult me,” he hissed.
She held an apple out to him, perfect and flawless, in a shaking hand.
"You are the Black Queen's son, most powerful of them all.” She threw it.
He caught it, it seemed, almost the second it left her grasp. He held it up for a moment then laughed again, and crunched into it.
"Very good,” he said around a mouthful. “Perhaps I have a use for you."
"It is my wish to serve thee, mighty darkness."
"Sabin.” He twisted off the stem and threw it over his shoulder. “You may call me Sabin."
She bowed slightly, as if acknowledging some great honor. Inside, she trembled. Pity she hadn't poisoned the apple. Then her troubles would be over.
"A favor, then?” he asked between crunches.
"Anything within my power."
"There is a man. He ... bothers me. I tried to kill him once. Not very hard, I must admit, or his shade would be haunting the realms of hell by now. Fate has kept him alive, and I want to know why.” He studied the core then tossed it away. “Who is he? What is he? What makes him different enough from other mortals that I keep turning my attention to him?"
"I will do my best, kind one."
"His description and location are under the geranium,” he said.
She bowed and took the paper from under the clay pot.
He sniffed the air. “Do I smell another apple?"
She took the second one from her pocket and held it out. He leaned forward, and she could feel his power melting her, taming her, making her want him. She thought of him on top of her, doing terrible things to her, and she desperately wanted it.
His lips parted, and he took the apple from her hand with his teeth.
He walked away, and she ran back inside, feeling drained and disgusted. She locked the door and leaned against it, and for the first time in a while turned on the alarm system. The surge of lust was gone, and she felt filthied by it. She shuddered, because the reality of his rutting was not nearly as pleasant as the fantasy would indicate, but it was how he got his way.
There was a glamour he wore like a fine robe, and no one could resist it. She had tried once, very hard, to resist him and win the game. She had lost.
She looked at the paper. Time had not punctured his ego, she thought, and felt badly for the man Sabin wanted to learn about.
"You are a fool, wizard woman."
She jumped. Zorovin leaned against the doorway, his hair reflecting pale in the darkness. His face was shadowed, and she couldn't read him.
"What do you mean?"
"To truck with that monster? To make deals with him? What did he promise you, if you agree to do as you're bid? Wealth? Power? A one-way ticket to the other world?"
She pushed the paper deep into her pocket. “He promised me nothing."
The shadow straightened. “Then you must do nothing, have nothing to do with him. He is..."
"Pure evil. I know."
"That is not what I was about to say. He is pure evil, yes, but he's also something worse."
"Oh?"
"He is pure evil that thinks it's incredibly smart and cunning. He is a fool that's pure evil, and that's where the danger comes in."
"Oh, no,” Sierra said. “He's not a fool. He's crazy. Or he doesn't care about consequences."
"You sound like you know him well.” He was staring out the window now, at the darkened yard.
"Not at all. I mean, this is the first time I've ever talked to him."
"Now it is my turn to call you a liar."
"You listened in. Did it sound like he knew me? Besides, I'd like to know what business this is of yours."
He grabbed her arm and pulled her around to face him. “I know more than you can ever imagine about him and his kind. I am trying to warn you that he is not a thing to deal with. He will destroy you just like he destroys everyone."
"I don't see why you care. You've known me what? A day?
His hands were on both her arms now, and she jerked away, trying to free herself, but his grip, so light she could barely feel it, would not let her. Her robe fell open. He looked at her, his lips parting. He looked disarmed and more than a little interested. She stepped closer, instead of away. She knew she looked good, because she exercised, ate right. Her breath came a little faster, and she remembered her old days as a conqueror, taking what she wanted. Then she got married.
After that, a long time passed. Then, there was Raul. She remembered that it felt good, once, to force men to submit to their need for her.
His eyes traveled down the length of her slowly then back up to her eyes. She smiled a little, as if saying, Well?
He let her go. “You have been kind to me. I would not see you harmed."
He stepped away, picking up the satin sash that worked so poorly as a bathrobe tie and handing it to her. He now kept his face carefully averted.
"Thanks,” she said softly, tying the sash with a double knot and feeling the air hiss out of her ego. “I'll keep your advice in mind, but for now I think I'd like to go to bed. Alone, thank you."
She threw the last over her shoulder, as if trying to make it look like he was the rejected.
He brushed past her.
"That has ever been my intention,” he said, disappearing down the hall to his bedroom.
She went upstairs and sat down on her bed. She sat on the edge a long time, worrying in the darkness.


InterludeThe Ghost Ship
They drifted in during a fog. she took the small rowboat and set out for a land she had not seen since before the birth of her beloved.
It felt funny when she touched foot on the sand. It was hard to walk, so used she was to the rolling of the ship. She stumbled, but forced herself along, determined she would get used to being on land before she met anyone.
There was a liquid giggle behind her, and she turned. The woman had long black hair, and features that would have done any elven maid proud.
"Ho, sister,” Bronwyn said. The elven woman wore pants and a pale, frothy shirt. “Is that what they wear now?” She looked at her own leather garments. She was trying to think of a non-rude way to ask how the elven woman knew she was here, or if there was a settlement she had just happened to hit.
"Do you like it?” The woman turned a delicate pirouette. She looked like she was floating.
"Yes,” Bronwyn told her. “Are you curious about where I come from? Because I'm certainly wondering the same about you. Is there a settlement near?"
"You don't know?” the black-haired elf asked. “Ah, but you weren't much for hanging out with the humans, were you, Shera?"
She had moved close, was now only a few inches away.
"You mistake me for my mother."
"She is dead, then?” The stranger pulled wisps of her midnight hair from her mouth. She seemed disappointed.
"Many years.” Bronwyn moved away. She had made a mistake, she knew, in believing that all elves she met were automatically friendly.
A long-fingered hand touched her cheek. “I have not dismissed you yet,” the woman said. “And I have need of you."
Bronwyn fell to her knees. The touch was pain, pure and hot and cruel, and it lanced through her mind.
* * * *She stood up from the beach, straightened her leather jerkin, pulled her flame-red hair out of her face and tied it. Crossbow and small bag on her back, she strode to where the path to the settlement of elves waited for those who knew where to look.
Behind her, a black-haired elf lay in a messy, gasping pile on the sands. The girl's mind was empty of all save the knowledge that she was in terrible trouble.
Bronwyn. She liked the name Bronwyn, the Black Queen thought as she picked her way along the path. She would name one of her pets Bronwyn when she got back to The World. She sighed. Ah, to be back among the fields of twilight.
She was pleased, though, for this night had already brought her a small amount of revenge. To leave Shera's daughter lying on the sands gasping and mindless was quite a treat. Pity Shera was beyond knowing about it, though.
The Black Queen closed her eyes for a moment, remembering the pain. Shera had been her lady-in-waiting, until those evil creatures had turned her loyalty away from her mistress. If it had not been for the poison Shera fed her, she would now be ruling the twilight lands with an iron fist. And Merlin would never have had the power to force her people to leave this land.
She shook her head to clear it. She did not see herself as a particularly evil person. She was simply more practical than emotional. She had little patience with anything that might get in the way of her goals. Ironically, this was the quality that would have made her a good leader, she thought, despite the fact she lacked compassion. Compassion was a luxury. Not only did she not have time for it but there were luxuries she preferred much more. Just because her goals included seducing a king, ruling all the elven nations and crushing her enemies beneath her heel did not make her a bad person. Just ambitious.
She picked through Bronwyn's memories, interested by the changes she saw. Her own death at the hands of her lover had come ten years before Merlin's plan, and looking at the list of who had chosen to stay was like a Who's Who of the less popular members of the Seelie Court. Ice-water Isis had married Cearvus? Oh, that was rich. “Captain” Cearvus probably spent his time being led around by the nose.
The most disappointing part, really, was seeing all the people who had already passed into the shadows without feeling the heat of her revenge. The most delicious irony was that she was not the one they feared. She giggled. That would soon change.
She paused along the path, making sure she had the documents that would identify her ready, trying to remember if right was the way to the village or to the trap. She thought about it, and went left.
The land twisted around her, time and space shifting under her feet as she traveled. It was not a magic path, but a warp left in the weave of reality when the worlds were parted. She reached the village close to dawn.
It was not what she expected. It looked very much like the human towns she'd passed through on the way here. White-sided houses decorated the slope, brick storefronts lined the main street. A drugstore dominated the corner, and there was a single stoplight, at the crossroads. She grinned happily. Jilly had provided her with all the modern knowledge she needed, as well as a corporeal body.
She was glad she had taken only Bronwyn's face and memories. She gave her own features to Bronwyn because she didn't want anyone to recognize her as Jilly and call the authorities. They were looking for Jilly even now, and besides, she didn't want another Bronwyn wandering around.
She stood in front of the Barrow's Point Post Office, which shared a building with the public library. Security was lax, and it disgusted her. An outpost such as this ought to have some sort of warning system. She'd thought she'd be surrounded by armed guards by now.
A man came out of the post office wearing a dark uniform she associated with police officers in the human lands. His cap was pulled over his ears and brows, and he had a rifle in his grip.
"Can I help you, ma'am?” he asked. His pale hair was cut short, making him look almost human. He could pass for one, in a crowd.
"Do you get a lot of humans rolling through town?” she asked.
He smiled a little. “Cars can go anywhere, but they rarely stop. Gas, usually."
She offered the scroll then put it on the sidewalk and retreated a few steps, affecting the rolling gait of the shipborn. He picked it up, undoing the thong with his teeth and unrolling it one-handed.
"You're from the ship,” he commented, and she knew he was comparing the description of her with the reality. He nodded, satisfied. “Why don't you come with me to the town hall?"
She fell into step beside him.
"Take your hair down,” he said, and she did, pulling the red stuff over her ears. “I've read,” he told her, “that the red hair means you came from the valley of fire, and that it's your element."
"I don't know. Maybe. But time, child, has diluted these things. Who knows if what was once true is now?"
She looked around. A distinctly human man was carrying a bag of donuts and coffee out to his delivery truck. He waved at them, because he thought everything was perfectly normal.
"It has certainly diluted you,” she said.
The human put his things in the cab, then turned. “Officer?"
"Yes, sir?"
She saw the look of confusion on the human's face.
"How do I get to the highway from here?"
"Easy. Go down to the light,” the policeman said, pointing, “and turn left. You'll go down a kind of lonely road for two miles, but don't worry, just keep going. Eventually, you'll see the junction sign."
"Thanks.” He settled into his seat and closed the door. “Nice town you have here."
"We like it,” he said, typical cop answer. “You have a safe trip."
They ascended a flight of six marble steps to a large, ornately carved wooden door. In the marble-lined foyer beyond, he pressed a button on a copper-colored box.
"Yes?” a voice said from the box.
"Lieutenant Verosth Patterson here, with a ship guest."
There was a beep, and he opened a second ornately carved door.
The place did not agree with Jilly's knowledge of what a municipal building looked like inside. Its carpet was lush, thick and red; the desk was of dark, twisted wood. The woman who came around the desk in her soft cotton tunic and leather pants was pure elven.
She smiled warmly and extended her had. “Bronwyn of the Gales! It's been a century!"
"Indeed,” she said. “It is good to see you, Sister."
"What news?” the woman asked, anxiously. “You do not think the queen is coming?"
"Well,” the counterfeit Bronwyn said, “you never know."


Chapter EightThe real Bronwyn awoke with a terrible headache. she did not know where or who she was. She lay in the sand, the waves lapping her, filled with a terrible sense of dread.
She felt a presence and looked up. A woman knelt beside her. Her hair was as white as snow, her eyes a pale green. She smiled gently at her and said, “Elf woman, what are you doing here on the beach? I had thought your kind long departed hence."
Bronwyn blinked at her. “I don't know,” she whispered desperately. “I don't know anything but that something is wrong, and I have to do something about it."
The pale woman sighed softly. Cool hands ran over her forehead.
"Your memories have been washed away,” she murmured. “I know you have no knowledge as to who did this to you, but when we find them they shall be quite grieved, I promise."
She stood and held out a hand. Bronwyn took it and got to her feet.
"I am Nimue, and I have been awakened, though I don't know what for. I worry in my heart at the cause, but there is no sense in borrowing trouble until we know what it is, is there."
Bronwyn shrugged and smiled. Nimue patted her cheek.
"Since you have no memory of a name, I shall name you.” She thought for a time. “I shall name you Melnue.” Nimue smiled. “It means ‘gift of the sea.’ And I think that you will be a gift. Now come, for we have a long strange journey ahead, and I feel the need to visit some family of mine, should she still breathe."
The newly christened Melnue spoke. “Do you think the person who stole my mind is connected to what you're doing?"
"I'm afraid so, child. I have encountered you, and such things rarely happen by coincidence. When we see her, we will take back what she stole, if there is any way to do so. As I said, it is my promise."
"Thank you."
Nimue laughed. “Don't thank me yet. Now, let's find a lake, or some other fresh body of water. Time presses us, and I wish to take a quicker path."


Chapter NineSo, not to be rude, but why are you here?” Libby leaned against the porch column, but she wasn't relaxed. She carefully kept herself between him and the front door.
Alex smiled charmingly. “I know it's early, and I should have called, but I thought that since it was such a lovely day, that maybe you'd like to take a drive.” He shrugged. “I'm kind of at loose ends right now, and I don't know anyone else here. Besides, I still owe you for saving my life."
She looked at him, at his slightly shaggy hair, his gray eyes, his craggy but handsome face. He was wearing a dress shirt and jeans, looking comfortably pleasant.
"I'll be hungry soon,” she ventured.
"Great!” He seemed very pleased, which was good. “My car and I are at your disposal, my lady."
Her first impulse was to tell him she'd follow him in her own car. Then, if she felt bored, or endangered, she could just drive away. She looked at him again, and gave into the small temptation to not look like a paranoid weirdo.
"Come in, then. You can stare at my books while I get changed."
In her room, she stood in front of the mirror, trying to pin her hair right, trying to put on some flattering makeup. She changed outfits twice. She hadn't been out with a man in years. For some reason, her “Like me or not, it's all one to me” attitude was fading, and she really wanted to look attractive.
Libby checked herself in the mirror one last time. “You'll have to do,” she told her reflection, then went out and put herself in the hands of a stranger.
* * * *While he waited, Alex did as bid and stared at her books. He crossed the room and stood by the kitchen doors, looking at the more entertainment-oriented shelves. It was a good mix of genres. Libby read a little bit of everything,—there were even a couple of Louis L'Amour westerns.
He'd taken his shoes off at the door out of respect for the warm, glossy wood of the floors and the heavy rugs. He stepped a little to his left and realized his feet were getting warmer, that the floor beneath him was almost hot. Must be over the furnace, he thought, though the day was really too warm to need the heat on.
He took another step, and heat engulfed his feet and began climbing up his body. It didn't hurt, not even when it covered his eyes and swallowed him completely.
A dam cracked open in his skull, and he knew exactly who he was, and he knew what it was like to be himself, and what he was supposed to be doing and how he'd gotten to be were he was today.
Something hit him hard on the back, and he fell away from the hot place. He looked up groggily at the dog, who put one paw on his chest and looked into his eyes.
"Dashiel, right?” He scratched the dog behind the ears. “What happened, boy? Did I faint?” He got to his feet. He knew something, or had known something a moment ago, something important.
"I'm ready to go,” Libby said, closing her bedroom door carefully behind her.
"You look lovely,” Alex said, smiling.
The warmth under his feet spoke to him as he took her hand, bending over it chivalrously.
You love her, it said.
I know, he whispered back, and walked away, not thinking another thing about it.
* * * *He took her to a place he'd heard of and long wanted to see called Cooper's Rock. It was across the state line in West Virginia, a long drive during which they had no choice but to talk.
"So, how did you get your driver's license?” Libby asked. She'd been staring out the side window, her feet tucked under her. She seemed very content, riding for once instead of driving.
"Oh, that's right. I told you about my memory loss."
"Yeah. So, if you have no idea who you are..."
"Well, it's not really a legal license."
She turned and gave him a shocked look. “Alex!"
"Well, what was I supposed to do? I don't know who I am, I have no way of finding out, but I need money. If you work, you have to pay taxes, so you need papers. I was able to get some fake ones—a Social Security card, a birth certificate. They're all things that allow you to get along in society.” He shrugged. “It cost me quite a bit, too."
She thought about this for awhile. “It would seem to me that you had the perfect position in life. There was no paper on you, no one in the government knew you existed."
"True, but again—work. Most employers report your earnings to someone. It's only a matter of time before they land on you about it."
"Huh,” she said.
She always had pauses, Alex noticed, as if she were taking the information in, examining it from all sides. Even something as basic as “What's your favorite movie?” was digested and inspected. It was not exactly a comfortable way to have a conversation.
Eventually, they got to the park. They drove down a long paved road and parked in the half-filled lot. He admired the stone wall that ran along part of it. He helped her out of the car, and she stretched, cat-like.
"I've never been here before,” she said, surveying the tree-decorated land, the signs pointing out different paths. “It's very beautiful."
"I hear the rock's even more so,” he said, holding out his hand. “Let's go see it."
* * * *Libby looked at him for a long moment, then realized that might make him feel uncomfortable. Although he would probably think it was suspicion, she was really thinking how handsome he was. She turned her attention to the path and took his hand, warm and broad; it swallowed hers in a gentle, comforting grip. He smiled at her sweetly, and she smiled back, trying not to blush because all she could think of right now was how nice it would be to have him kiss her.
They strolled down the flagstone path, flanked on either side by tall rhododendrons, spindly and wild. There were stone pavilions, huge structures with gigantic wooden beams across the ceiling. They cut through one, and she had to be careful not to trip on the roots that came up through the unpaved ground.
They connected back up with the stone walk and crossed a wooden bridge over a deep crevice. Then, before them, a huge slab of rock stretched out into the valley.
She paused, suddenly feeling timid. He smiled at her again and stepped out onto it. It was slightly sloped, and although she could see a fence along the rim, she wasn't comforted.
The surface was tan, rough in some places where chips of stone were coming away, smooth in others where water had etched small holes. It must have rained recently, because these little pools were filled with water. Another rhododendron grew stubbornly out of the rock.
He tugged her hand gently, and not wanting to look like a coward, she stepped onto it.
It was a living thing, that rock. She could feel it through her shoes. It was a huge, slumbering beast, dreaming of times long past.
"What a view,” Alex said, pleased. “Look, there're some hawks."
She shook herself from the vision. He had led her to the rail, and she looked out into the valley. It was a long way down, and the view seemed to stretch out forever in all directions. Hawks, or perhaps eagles, drifted on currents in the warm sun. Alex dug some change out of his pocket. He nudged her.
"You want to take a better look?” He was pointing at one of the binocular machines that stood like sentinels every so many feet along the edge. They were corroded-looking silver, their round bodies rising to a largish, plate-shaped head. They had a pair of eyes, closed now, and they swiveled.
She nodded shyly and stepped up to one. She put her eyes in front of the closed lids and waited. Alex pressed against her briefly as he fed a quarter into the slot.
The eyes opened with a click, and she could see the valley even better, see the gold on the feathers of the huge pair of birds that glided below.
"Oh, look!” she said, moving over to the side so he could see.
He grinned and hunched down a little so he could peer through the lenses.
"I'd say those are golden eagles, not hawks,” he said.
He raised an arm, inviting her back to the viewer. She could feel his chest against her back, his cheek on her hair. She smiled as the shutters over the eyes snapped shut again.
"I'll get that,” he muttered in her ear.
"Oh, no,” she said. “That one's open.” She pointed to one on the far end of the rock. It pointed down the valley. She went over to it and onto the small metal step. She looked over her shoulder at him, and he grinned, coming up behind her.
The shutter snapped open, and she was treated to a panorama worthy of oil and canvas. The trees were bright, and the Cheat River threaded through the gorge below, sparkling in the sunlight.
"It looks more like a mountain spring than a river,” Libby said.
In an authoritative guide's voice, Alex said, “The Cheat River Gorge is one-thousand-three-hundred feet deep. So, no wonder it looks small."
"Is that all you know?” she said, giggling.
"Yep.” He leaned against the fence. She winced, despite the fact it was made of stone as well as wood. They looked over the edge. It was still a long way down. She could see others on a lower trail.
"Actually,” he said, “it seems to me there's also a path with a blast furnace on it."
She knelt and picked up a small shard of rock that had come loose from the surface. She could feel the slumbering beast again, curled up in its egg of stone, dreaming of warmth and blood. She shuddered, for the taste of blood swelled in her mouth, and she felt ravenous for it, like she wanted to drink up the world.
"That's illegal, you know,” Alex said.
She looked up. “What?"
"Damaging state property."
"Oh. It had ... already broken off,” she said, embarrassed.
"I was teasing. Sorry,” he said. “Put it in your pocket and let's get out of here. I feel like talking a walk."
"Okay,” she said, putting the slice of tan stone in her jeans.
They thought about walking to the Henry Clay Furnace, but it was quite a ways, so they decided to explore the trails instead. Eldritch-looking rocks towered over them the farther down they went, until they stood beneath the overlook rock itself.
"Look at all these rhododendrons,” she said. “I wonder what the blooms look like in the spring."
"I've read that the flowers are different from the kind we're used to,” he said, taking her hand. “They're small as a dime, white, with five points and little purple dots. We'll have to come back and find out."
She shivered again, for the taste of blood hadn't left her mouth. She wondered if she'd bitten herself.
"I'd like that."
* * * *Zorovin and Sierra sat in the shade of her porch. He had drawn a circle on the floor and placed stones randomly within it. A candle stood in the center.
"Now,” he said to her, “the candle represents the house. The stones represent people. All the stones are the same color except the amber one, which represents my son. As we concentrate, the stones will shift around. If my son is in this area, the amber stone will move to where he is."
He flipped the cover open on the compass again, checking where north was to see if the little arrow he'd added to the floor outside the chalk line was accurate.
"The rest of the stones will either move out of the circle, or will slide into a position occupied by other magical beings."
She looked at the circle. It was about five feet in diameter. “How many miles does this cover?"
"I thought an even hundred would be good,” he said.
She nodded then knelt down. “What makes you think this one'll work better than the seeing pool spell? Or than when you tried to scry by fire?"
He looked at her for a long moment. She could feel his irritation with her like a palpable thing. She smiled sweetly. He took a deep breath, then let it out.
"Magic at the best of times, at least in this world, is volatile. Hard to control. Sometimes, the earth is so hungry for it that it will absorb the magic out of a spell. And sometimes spells just do not work. Period. I am working my way through the least powerful spells I know in an attempt to waste less magic."
She nodded.
"We—our kind—generate a small amount of magic within us. It is why you and I have an affinity for magic, and can use it. Magic calls to magic. When we use it—and it gets used quickly, maintaining a ball of light uses it up in a handful of minutes—rest and sleep will rebuild it."
"I get it,” she said.
He closed his eyes and breathed softly, through his nose and out his mouth. She followed suit. She thought of magic. She called it to her, using the magic inside her soul. She used herself as a beacon, calling like to like, willing the stones to show her where the magic lay.
She heard something clatter across the porch, but she ignored it, concentrating on her calling.
"Open your eyes, and see,” Zorovin said in a surprised voice.
Stones filled the circle. Weirdly shaped stones, stones with dirt from the driveway clinging to them, stones wet from being in the grass. Many, many more stones than Zorovin had collected and washed so carefully.
A white pebble sat next to the amber one.
"Where did that come from?” she said. “I don't recall ever having gravel on my land."
"I don't know,” he said softly. He studied the pattern of the rocks, how they swirled around the amber and white stones. “But I fear for my son now more than ever."
"At least, you know he's alive. And maybe that stone is a friend. They're very close together."
He nodded. “For now, at least.” He fingered a shard of coal sitting at the edge of the circle. “But for how long?"
* * * *The phone rang, and Libby picked it up reluctantly. Her hair was dripping wet, and she was still trying to gather it up one-handed into a towel while she spoke.
It was her stepfather.
"I spoke to my agent today,” he said without preamble. “Do you remember that story you wrote, the one that won the Silver Leaf Prize?"
"'Thirty-Nine and Counting?'” Uh-oh blossomed in her mind, and she braced herself.
"Yes. He spoke to an editor at Putman. They would like to publish a novel-length version of it. What do you think?"
With her stepfather, “What do you think?” was a rhetorical question. She chose to answer it anyway.
"Dad, I'm not sure I can do it at this time.” Inside, the part of her that never wanted to say no to any kind of book deal wept silently. “I'm in the middle of a trilogy right now, and I'm late on the second installment."
"What trilogy?” he asked, forcing her to admit, yet again, that she was writing unacceptable trash.
"A historical romance trilogy for Avon."
"Historical romance still? I should have known better than to ask. I suppose I was hoping you had moved up in the world, to fantasy or thrillers. At least a mystery takes some work."
"What I do takes a lot of work. I have to be scrupulous in my research, and try and come up with a unique angle."
"That's not the point. Your mother and I aren't happy to see you writing in genre at all. You could have gotten your PhD if you'd just spent another year in school.
"You've earned more rewards in your six years of college than most people earn in a lifetime! You should be using your gifts to do something good, something meaningful. Everyone—your professors, your fellow students—expected so much from you. To see a woman of your talent wasting herself on fluff is a disgrace."
"Perhaps to the literati what I do is meaningless fluff, but to me, and to my readers, what I write has a lot of merit. I give people an escape, I give people dreams. I put as much—actually, more—into these books as I would into something I wanted to win the Nobel Prize. I think I make a lot of people happy, and I'm proud of that."
"Art isn't about making people happy. Your mother dragged me to a flea market the other day. Do you know how many copies of your books I saw on the tables? They don't keep what you do. My books have never ended up at a flea market."
She bit her tongue, because the proper response, of course, was to say that his books never ended up at flea markets because her books sold thousands more copies than his literary novels ever dreamed of.
"How's Mom?” she asked, as much because she wanted to know as because she wanted to stop the tirade.
She wrote because she loved what she did. She'd seen the worst possible things that life had to offer, things she'd never write about, and it had taught her a great deal. People needed to escape. People needed to dream of a world where beautiful things happened.
It did stop him.
"She's fine,” he hedged.
"That's great! You know, I'm free this weekend. I can come up. We could go out to that seafood place Mom loves so much. My treat.” She started to warm to the idea. “It'd be nice to talk to you both, face to face, catch up a bit."
He thought about it for a long time. Every second that passed, she felt her heart sink just a little more.
"I'm not sure that would be a good idea, Elizabeth."
"Oh, well,” she said, uncomfortable. She tried to think of something to say.
Silence. She couldn't even hear him breathing. She wanted to ask why her mother couldn't at least try to forgive her. Rita's death wasn't her fault.
But she remembered the only other time they had seen each other after the funeral, when she'd driven up for a surprise visit. People who had noticed the change in her eyes tended to compliment her on her contacts, and she didn't think this time would be different. Her mother had welcomed her, at first, unti* * * *ibby had taken off her sunglasses.
Inside the house, her eyes had shown brightly, and sent her mother into hysterics. She could still hear her mother shrieking, her stepfather telling Libby to get out, now.
How dare you upset your mother? Don't you realize how hard this is on her?
The silence dragged on for so long Libby felt she had to speak.
"You know, I truly appreciate what you're trying to do for me. But I'm okay. I make enough money to take care of myself, and we both know that all the prestige in the world's not really going to make everything right between us, is it? So, you know, just don't waste your time."
"I'm sorry you feel that way.” He sounded affronted.
"How else should I feel? My own mother won't even talk to me. How long do I have to pay for something I didn't do?"
"How's your health?"
He didn't want to talk about it, as per usual. She sighed. “Fine. And you?"
"I'm well. Do you need anything?"
"No. Not at all."
"Very well, then. I'll call you next month."
"Thank you. Please tell Mom I love her."
He hung up, his duty done. He was an honorable man, she'd give him that much. He'd promised, when he'd married Libby's mother, that Libby would never do without, not as long as he lived.
She put the phone down slowly then sat, very straight, very proper, in the chair. She felt completely drained, but instead of needing to collapse, she felt more like an empty, dried husk left in the field.
She wanted to talk to Alex. Things made sense when she talked to Alex. He had a clear way of seeing things, a way of peering around the corners of thoughts and putting together conclusions. Sometimes, she could almost believe he was looking inside her head, separating fact from self-delusion.
She went to the bed and lay down, welcoming the cool, clean feel of the sheets. She sighed and tried to relax. Her mind was dream country, filled with her characters, actors and images of charming men collected from books and movies, and with private stories and fantasies that would never make paper.
She thought once again of the odd man she'd met on the plane after Rita died, remembering the whole encounter. It was a memory that had threadbare areas, from her replaying it over, and over...?
She remembered walking down the aisle to first class to find the man with the red carnation pinned to his lapel. She was nervous, because he was there to offer her a job.
"I'm Libby,” she said to him. He was forty, but his hair was snow-white. His suit engulfed him like a child playing dress-up. His blue eyes were a million years old, and as changeable as a river.
He nodded to her, and she sat down beside him.
"Why here?” she asked.
"They don't like to fly. Not on planes."
"They?"
"I'll get to that.” His knuckles look scraped, chewed, and he picked at a scab with shaking fingers. “I'll get to that,” he repeated, as though reassuring himself. “I have no writing skills ... but I saw something. It has to be written down, people have to know. When you applied, and mentioned that you were familiar with Dr. Seward's work, and then I read your story...” He smiled.
She nodded and smiled back encouragingly. She was down to her last twenty dollars and would write anything as long as it paid.
"Can I tape this? I like to tape and take notes, to keep myself from missing anything."
He stared at the micro-cassette recorder for a moment. “I think so."
She set up, and he began.
"I was on an archeological dig. I'm an architect, and I specialize in architectural history."
"Where?"
"Canada, strangely enough. We were excavating a site we thought might have possibly been a Norse village, although all documentation points to the contrary.
"In one of the house sites, we found a stone box buried under where we think they had their hearth. It was inscribed in Anglo-Saxon. We opened it."
He was silent for a while, and Libby found herself looking at the tape recorder to see if the voice activation feature was working. At least she hadn't had to pay for the plane ride, she comforted herself.
He took a deep breath, and she could hear awe in his voice.
"It was the Merlin Stone."
* * * *Libby heard Dashiel whine, then begin to howl. She grabbed her robe, wrapped herself in it and started checking the house defenses. Her hands were shaking until she realized what she was hearing was Dasheil's fire-siren wail. She calmed him with a touch and no little asperity, listening with concern not fear until the distant alarm died.
Then, she heard the flute, not too far away—not far away enough—and the calm shattered. It was not even eight o'clock, yet he was out there, in the dark, taunting her. She wished she had made Alex stay with her, but they had spent several hours together already and she didn't want him to tire of her.
She grabbed Dasheil's collar and went into her bedroom, shutting and barring the door. She grabbed a shotgun and hid in the corner made by the bed and the wall. She chanted over and over, “The Lord is my shepherd” while the music swam closer and closer.
He knew where she was. She tried to force herself to breathe very slowly and softly as the music stopped and she heard his steps as they came up on the porch. She knew it was him; it couldn't be anyone else.
She counted his steps as he crossed the porch.
There was a tap on the door. He was using the flute, for he would never touch iron. Then he tapped the shutters, and he whispered, “Duck ... (tap) ... duck ... (tap)...” over and over as he circled the cabin. He hit the wall behind her, hard.
"Goose!” he whispered, and Libby knew he was having his idea of a great time.
Dashiel followed his movements like a hand on a compass, growling softly. She reached over and petted him, trying to make him quiet.
"Elizabeth."
The world went silent as death, and she turned her head to his voice. Something rubbed against the wood. She could hear it, and she wondered if he had somehow found the place where the window was boarded up.
"Come to me, Elizabeth. I will make you my queen."
If she wasn't so determined not to admit she was there, she would have told him he was taking the dark prince thing too far.
"You can't hide forever."
Nothing happened for a long time, and gradually, Dashiel relaxed, so she knew Sabin was gone.
You can't hide forever.
Well, as her grandmother used to say, this girl had a hell of a lot of try.


Chapter TenFrightening Libby was not Sabin's only chore for the night, but by far his favorite. He got back into the car and drove away, looking at Rita from the corner of his eye. The numbing spell was doing its job, keeping the soul disconnected from the body just enough to give the form life without all the inconveniences that went with it. If Rita were allowed to taste and smell and see and think with clarity she might start remembering the truth of things, and that would not be helpful to the project. Also, it made her much easier to bespell. The calling of the sorceress to lead them to the Shadow King had been so easy without her will resisting the directions.
It would also make tonight's work easier, he thought, pulling into a parking space next to a bar. It was noisy, filled with college students. He squinted, reading the meter to see if he needed to put in some change. There was no sense having a record of his visit lying around anywhere, even something as bland as a traffic ticket.
He twitched his finger at Rita, who slid out of the car with feline grace and straightened the too-short skirt. She earned howls and catcalls from the guys standing at the door. The smile she threw them was feral, hard-edged enough that they lost interest. Sabin grinned. Pity he couldn't let her loose to eat them alive. It would be amusing.
He shook his head as the glow of her eyes illuminated the meter. Sabin was denying himself the pleasures of her body for a reason. She was more useful to him as a magic wand than as a whore.
He copped a feel, casually, as they turned to go up the street. She was cold as ice, but it didn't bother him. He opened the door of the tattoo parlor. The owner, a wiry man with hair the texture of long steel wool and a goatee, hit the switch on the neon sign, and the sidewalk was plunged into darkness.
He smiled at them. “Sorry, man,” he said, “I was just closing up.” He pointed to the sign on his door.
"This won't take long,” Sabin said. “I'll pay you five hundred dollars."
"Well, okay,” the guy said.
"I've even brought my own ink,” Sabin said. He looked over at Rita. “Take off your shirt and lie facedown on the table."
* * * *The woman did as she was bid, sliding past and into the small room behind him. She dropped her shirt into the chair that sat in the poster-and-tattoo-sample-covered waiting room and straddled the cracked leather of the dentist chair the tattoo artist, known to his friends as Marv, used for his “patients.” She waited, her back arched, her skirt hiked up, daring him to touch her.
Despite the sexuality of the pose—and Marv thought she was about the sexist thing he'd ever seen—he didn't want to touch her.
The blond guy boffed her lightly on the back of her head. “Lie down."
Marv ran around to the back of the chair and pulled it down so she could lie flat. There were no arms on it, and she stretched out without moving her legs. He gulped.
The blond guy pulled a dingy scroll out of his pocket, and a jar of black ink. He unrolled the scroll carefully, and Marv weighted it down on the table with some stones he kept on the windowsill. The guy traced the pattern.
"I hear you are the best around."
"Not really,” Marv said. He placed his hand on her back, as if smoothing the skin. He ripped his hand away as if in pain. “Are you cold, sweetheart? I have an afghan in the other room. It's clean."
"She's fine. I hear your specialty is freehand knotwork."
"Yep. But this isn't quite like knotwork, is it? None I've ever seen."
"Just do it,” the blond guy said.
So, he did. He managed to get the main things on—the circle, the triangle inside it, a lot of the swirls and knots that bound it—before he got up to give his hand a break. He put on some coffee and tried to give the girl some, but she refused with one shake of her head.
"She stoned?"
"Nope.” The guy picked up the bottle and shook it. There was still plenty of ink.
Marv sat down again and began putting in the small symbols—runes and things he'd last seen in chemistry class. The blond guy watched him with cold golden eyes, counting each symbol as it appeared on the woman's blueish flesh. Marv's hand was absolutely steady, his eye for imitation perfection. He made one last dot inside the small, planet-like shape in the very center of the triangle and sighed.
"Okay,” he said. “S'cool."
He straightened on the stool, massaging his hand, admiring the work. The woman stared at him with blank, glowing eyes.
* * * *Sabin stood behind the tattoo artist, reached into his pocket. An envelope bulging with money and a knife shared the space. He pulled one out, pressing the edge against Marv's neck. The man stilled, seemed to straighten a little more.
"Remember that I could have killed you,” Sabin said. “Do not imitate what you've done tonight on another unless I say so."
"Sure, man,” he said. “I couldn't do anything even close without the picture. It's all good."
"Take it."
The man took the envelope gingerly between his fingers.
"Is she dry?” Sabin asked.
Marv leaned close to the ink, blew on it. “Yeah, she sure is."
Rita sort of rolled and stood up, then crossed to where her shirt lay in a little ball. She put it on quickly.
"Have you counted the money?” Sabin asked.
"No, I trust you."
"Not wise. Count it."
Marv counted it slowly, looking tired and a bit frightened. Sabin enjoyed the fear.
"Yeah. All here."
"Remember that, if anyone asks you about me. Remember that, if anyone wants a tattoo close to what you just did. Remember that, if I ever come again."
"Sure will. You've been real cool."
Rita jerked the door open. Sabin walked out in front of her.
"Hey, girl."
She looked over her shoulder at Marv.
"You watch yourself, now."
She gave him a half-smile and winked.


Chapter ElevenSierra lay by the fireplace, looking comfy and happy. Zorovin had offered her the couch, but she pulled some pillows out and insisted her favorite spot was as close to the fire as possible. She stretched like a cat, and he smiled at her, feeling equal contentment settle in his bones.
He was on the couch, dozing. The spell had drained them both but had felt good. It also felt undeniably pleasant to be with her, to listen to her snore softly, to be fed and warm. He shifted and stretched a little himself then closed his eyes, fully intending to doze off again.
"Zorovin?” she whispered.
"Yes, wizard woman?"
"Tell me another story?"
He thought about it. Telling her stories appealed to him because she always listened with such care and delight.
"Alright,” he said.
* * * *There is more to this story than you think, more than anyone can ever know. Centuries have passed since the death of Arthur, King of Bretons, and we no longer hear of the wars that went on between tribes of the Elven people and humans, nor of the underground rebellion where the gnomes overthrew the Dwarven kings. We do not hear of the people of the sea, who resented the intrusion of man enough to wage war against villages near the shore.
And if we do hear, or read bits of these things, we see them as shadows of the truth, as folktales and myths, as stories written to entertain. There's no crime in that, but there is a crime in accusing pragmatic sailors of confusing the bulbous, seal-like mass of manatees for the curves and scales of a merwoman.
But it is a small matter.
You might ask yourself, if elves and dwarves and dragons really exist, where are they now? Where are their bones, their dwellings, their artifacts?
Merlin could tell you.
Once upon a time—is that the phrase?—there was only magic in the world. But time passed, and manmade technology could not co-exist with earthbound magic.
To retell you the story of Arthur, to show you how he was meant to be an example of how magic and science, elves and humans could live together, and of how Morgan Le Fay tried to prove that science was a destructive force that would ruin the world ... it would take more days than we have, wizard woman.
So, instead, I will speak of the last days of Merlin, and of the Lady of the Lake.
Vivienne of the Lake had many names, many titles. Names like Nimue and Ninian that scholars would argue over later. We will name her as tradition dictates—Nimue.
Merlin, wandering by himself, first caught site of Nimue playing, as a young woman, by the river. Over the years, he taught her many things. Some say he loved her. She certainly loved him.
"This thing,” Merlin said to her once, near the end of his days, “with Lancelot and Guenevere has gone too far. And the timing could not be worse."
* * * *Nimue smoothed her skirt across the boulder. She had hair as white as snow and clear, bright-green eyes. Her coloring, pale skin and slightly upswept brows marked her as part elven.
"I have spoken to the Elven kings. If Arthur insists on waging war with Lancelot instead of dealing with the problems across the border, they will act themselves.” She chewed her lip. A foot in both camps because of her heritage, Nimue felt she had a great deal at stake.
The border problem she referred to was the fading of the Twilight Lands—a ribbon of eternal dusk that separated science-obsessed humans from magic-dependent Fae. For some reason the Twilight was fading, the lands along the border rupturing and cracking. Many lives had already been lost.
"It is time, then,” Merlin said. “We can wait no longer.” From his robes, he pulled out a granite box. “This is the spell that I cast when I left you as a young man to come back a moon's cycle later as an ancient one. I put all the power I will ever have in this stone."
He opened the box. Upon black velvet rested a large stone globe. It was dark blue, marbled with gray and white.
"Did you learn the song I left for you?” he asked.
She nodded reluctantly, and he closed the box with a snap. He touched her face, and she looked into his tired, watery eyes. She had always loved him, and to see such sorrow and weariness in him broke her heart.
"The world is dying, Nimue. But we can stop it ... or at least slow it down for a few centuries."
She smiled wryly as she tried to force herself to follow his example. She needn't have bothered, for his smile didn't last long.
"I will stay here,” he said, “with my human kind. I will sing the song and, with luck, key the spells in the stone. The world will be ripped into two parts, one for humans and science and another for the Fae and their magic. Then I'll find a safe place to hide the stone, because if anyone ever finds it, and the song, they'll be able to reunite the world."
"What can I do?"
"If anything happens to me, you know the song. Hopefully, Morgan is so engaged in the war with Arthur and Lancelot she'll not notice our goings-on. Other than dealing with her, or taking my place, you're free to go with your people."
They stood there for a long time, silent. Below them lay Camelot, glittering in the late sun.
He put his thumbs gently over her eyes so she could not see him and kissed her.
"I promised you much, Nimue,” he said in a younger, more powerful voice. “Would that we had known at the time, when promises came so easy, that a wife and children were not for me.” He laughed softly. “And it is said that I am wise."
His touch went away, and her eyes opened, but he had already disappeared.
She sat down heavily, contemplating his apology. She felt empty, lost, and she knew as she knew night was about to fall that Merlin would not survive the spell. Even if he did, he would not have the magic to call on to heal his wounds. It was suicide.
She stood, dried her eyes. There was one thing she could do, but was not all that sure she had the right to do it.
They gathered two days later to witness the spell—the High Kings of the nations, the newly freed gnomes, the unicorns, dragons, elves, dwarves and all manner of fantastic beasts. They gathered on Salisbury Plain, within the standing stones. Nimue stood in the very center of Stonehenge with the box.
Merlin appeared suddenly from the air, as was his wont. “Is all ready?"
She smiled and touched him gently beneath the cuff of his robe.
"Yes, my love.” She caressed his thin wrist. “You look tired."
He nodded, and took up the harp.
"Wait,” she said. “Drink this first.” She handed him a carved wooden cup. “It will ease your vocal cords and help you sing."
"So helpful,” he said, and he took a small lock of her hair and tugged it affectionately. “I will miss you when you are gone."
She handed him the flask. “And I will miss you.” She felt tears sting her eyes. “More than anything in the world."
He drank deeply, and in the very end he must have tasted what the spices masked, for he looked at her accusingly. It was too late. He slumped into the arms of one of the Elven warriors, who had taken his place behind Merlin for just that reason.
A dragon, black and silver, tilted his head and spoke to her.
"He will not thank you for this, Elven mage."
"Someday, if you are wise, Zorvanis, you will be king. You, and your son after you.” she said, pointing to the little one who clung to his father's tail. “Remember what you see today, for dragons are far longer-lived than any of us. Remember this box, and know your responsibility to it, and to the scroll I've given you."
Zorvanis bowed his head, and Merlin was tied to his back, behind the great wings. The elves moved with care, and she knew that Merlin would be safe, that in his remaining years he would be treated with great respect.
Nimue tested the straps and, on her way past, scratched the dragon child behind his ear and smiled.
* * * *I know this, for that dragon child was I. I was born on this world, so many winters ago.
"I will remember,” I promised her, and she smiled her sad smile and turned to sing her song.
She sang of the lands where magic ran like blood. She sang of Avalon and Lyonesse, and Atlantis and Olympus. She sang of lands whose names are now forgotten, and of lands that were never named. She sang of the depths of the ocean, of the high, cold north and of Antarctica and her crystal caves where magic pooled. She sang the secret names of all the races, named the different peoples, dividing them up like the twelve tribes of Israel.
The world glowed. Every rock, every leaf was outlined in blue, every creature glowed as the magic within them reacted.
The humans did not, nor did Nimue.
The glow shifted. Each rock became two, each leaf had its twin, and they began to move away from each other as they were pulled apart. The people did not suddenly gain a twin, but they, too, began moving away from each other.
Nimue wept, her eyes filled with pain as the magic was ripped from her to go with its own kind. It is a mark of her strength that she continued to sing.
I watched as she receded from us, became smaller and smaller as the new world pulled away from the old. She raised her hand, briefly, then turned away. Her task was done.
The rest I know second-, perhaps third- or fourth-hand.
Alone in the clearing, she fell to her knees. Merlin was gone, as was her magic. She lay down, bone-tired and bereft, and decided she wasn't going to move ever again.
She stayed there until she felt a presence. Rolling over onto her back, she saw him. She knew she should get up, should curtsy, but she couldn't. She didn't care. Not about anything.
He sat down beside her. “You look different now. You probably realize that, but you should be prepared."
She tried to sit. He took her hands in his and pulled her up.
"It's done, then, my king. It's all gone."
He nodded and sat down beside her. “Do you think we will live long, without magic?"
"I hope so. I guess we only have as long as God gives us."
"Indeed.” He looked across the plains, his eyes so sad. The end had come for him, as well.
"It is not your fault, Arthur. Merlin spoke as if this was all inevitable."
"But why now? Why is everything falling apart now?” He shook his head. “It would have been alright, with a little time. We could have fixed things."
She took his wrist, as she had another's earlier. “I don't know."
She felt tears prickle in her throat and behind her eyes. She could not see as far anymore, she realized; her hearing was not as keen.
"This time tomorrow, we will be the only ones who know what came to pass. In a few years time, no one will ever even miss what they once had,” he said. “I'm going to miss him,” he added after a while. “I'm going to miss them all."
She nodded, closing her eyes against the tears. She felt him put his arm around her, and the last Lady of the Lake wept on the shoulder of her king.
* * * *Zorovin looked at her expectantly.
"Wow,” Sierra said.
He nodded. Dragons were proud of their ability to tell a complete tale.
Sierra shook her head in amazement. “I don't think I've ever heard you chain so many words together in one sitting,” she teased. “It's nice to see that you have more responses in your vocabulary than ‘yes,’ ‘no,’ and ‘you will, wizard woman.’”
"You did not listen,” he said sadly. He had expected something else, like, “Wow, you're really a dragon?"
She laughed softly. “I listened,” she said. “It was a wonderful story."
He stood up, feeling strangely disappointed in her. “It was more than that,” he said. He shook his head, hoping to order his thoughts and winnow the nonsense feelings out. “I am tired. I think I shall go to bed."
"It's early,” she protested.
"I am old, and the spell took much out of me.” He shrugged. “If I do not sleep, I will not be able to cast anything tomorrow. And time is of the essence."
"I guess."
He could feel her disappointment but told himself firmly it was not his responsibility. “Goodnight, then."
"Goodnight."
* * * *Libby wrote down everything the man had told her that day on the plane. Everything, even the stuff she didn't believe. Now, she took the three-ring binder from under the couch, wiped off the dust and sat down to read.
"The Merlin Stone,” the first page said. She flipped a few pages and began reading.
* * * *It was the greatest conundrum science had ever dealt with. The sphere, a deep, clear blue with what looked like dirt embedded in its surface, was trapped in a block of ice. The block was perfectly square and cold, yet though one's hands came away wet from handling it, the ice never melted.
The team, after much discussion, decided to put the sphere in a waterproof tray and leave it out on the table overnight “like a pound of meat,” Abigail Keefer joked. The room remained a pleasant seventy degrees all night long, but there was no melting.
Dr. Loncraine and team launched a battery of tests to determine the true nature of the ice and what it contained. MRIs, laser imaging and geological analysis were just the beginning. The results were the same across the board, and repetition did not make them any easier to believe. Geoff Murray took the various readouts, printouts, films and plates and laid them across the table then explained the findings.
"Not one of our scanning devices picks up the presence of the ice, let alone the sphere. The machines have all been tested extensively, but they don't detect a change of temperature, the fact that something's in front of them, nothing. It's like it's not there. And we can't get any samples to test. We've tested the melted water from our hands, and all we get are epithelial cells and the regular things you get from hands, absolutely nothing else."
So, the scientists and archeologists had to rely on the oldest of old-fashioned equipment—their own senses, a light table, a ruler. The block of ice was a perfect cube nine inches on a side. The sphere, barring distortion from the ice, was about six and a half inches across. It was perfectly round.
One day, Anne Marie and Valerie Tesla were experimenting with the block, projecting different colors and qualities of light through it. While the light's effects couldn't be monitored using technological gadgets, things could be observed.
"I just noticed something,” Anne Marie said to her sister-in-law while Valerie was changing the gels. “These look like land masses."
"Maybe,” Valerie said, putting a green and a blue gel in together and turning on the light.
It was amazing, Anna recorded later in her notes. The ice acted like a prism, covering the walls with rainbow refractions. The sphere glowed. The light projected through it, creating two spheres on the wall. The shapes moved as if slowly rotating on some axis towards each other. They had shadows, and the one on the left had shadows that looked somewhat like the Earth's landmasses. The one on the right, it was more exact ... the left shadow was a fuzzy duplicate of the right.
Valerie was fascinated. They decided to run and tell the others, and by the time they gathered everyone, twenty minutes had passed.
When they turned off the light, the images of the twin planets were burned into the wall.
* * * *"Maybe,” her source had said then, “maybe everything would have been alright if we hadn't left it on for so long.” He fell silent for awhile. “Everything began to go wrong that very night."
Libby stopped reading. She found it ironic now, how she hadn't believed him, not at all. She could look back and see every wrong turn she had taken. Sabin had told her everything was inevitable.
She flipped to the back of the book, where she had written some of her own experiences. A year after she'd graduated from school, her sister had been murdered. Shortly after that, she first spoke to Doctor Loncraine, who told her all about the Merlin Stone. She'd thought at the time that he wanted her to ghostwrite a book for him but found out he was a college friend of Doctor Seward's, and that Seward had not been researching college students to discover how stones reacted with people. He had been searching for one who would react to stones.
That had explained the desperation with which he pursued her. He'd sent the files on her to his friend, and his friend had tracked her down. Apparently, they had been searching for her for a long time.
While she was writing the book, she ran into Sabin again. At least, at the time, she'd thought it was coincidence. He began wooing her, buying her roses and leaving little presents and slips of colored paper with poems written on them in odd places for her to find. He was gentle, and he was so very sorry he'd hurt her and let her leave him.
It's hard to ignore such constant devotion—especially when one is lonely. After four months of all the chivalry and romance and joy she could stand, he begged her to marry him. She was cut off. Her sister was dead; her parents didn't really seem comfortable around her since the police still considered her the main suspect. So, she agreed. She agreed because he was good at making it seem like she meant the world to him.
Wedded bliss lasted two months. She held out for a little more than half a year, and then he revealed his true self to her.
She remembered the trip to the woods, the weird, treelike creature, her certainty she was about to die—and that it would not be merciful or painless.
She crossed her arms on her chest and shivered. She knew what her dreams would be like—that she would dream of waiting, and of a bathtub full of regret.
But she didn't. What she did dream was almost worse. Familiar horror is almost comforting, because you're used to it.
* * * *"Time to wake her up?” a man asked.
"Yes.” His voice hissed in the darkness. “Yes."
A hand touched her, and she knew she could pretend no longer, that he knew she was awake. He always did.
He was still beautiful, even if she didn't love him anymore.
"Tell us, Libby. Tell us where it is."
"You've been with me all this last year. You know all my secrets."
"Not the one I wanted in the first place. Tell me now."
Something stepped into her range of vision. Its face was like scarred, gnarled wood, its skull and neck covered in bark. Its teeth were vicious splinters, and a twig with two leaves stuck out from one cheek.
"Tell us, bitch,” it rasped.
She swallowed and looked away.
I'm going crazy, she thought. This is a dream, I'm going nuts—oh, God, make it stop.
He took the blanket off her. She felt air on her skin, his weight on the table.
"Tell me,” her husband said, turning her face so she would see the tree-creature grinning as if at some sport. “Or his turn comes after I'm done."
"I don't know. Please, Sabin, I swear I don't know."
"Did you ever read the coroner's report on your sister? Did you ever find out exactly how she died? They found splinters inside her, Elizabeth, and thorns."
There was a rasping sound to her left. The tree thing was laughing.
"Alright,” she said, closing her eyes. She could do this. She'd done it before, just close her eyes and be somewhere else. “Just do what you will. If I'm still alive afterwards, maybe you'll be satisfied that I don't know what you're talking about."
"Brave words. How come you're crying, then?"
She didn't answer. She was trying to be somewhere else, with someone else.
"I could conduct a banishing, but I think I shall just kill thee,” a voice interrupted. It was not a hero's voice, but cracked and rough, as if whoever it was had never spoken out loud before.
She turned her head to see, and was blinded by a flash of lightning, close and searing hot. The tree man screamed as it engulfed him, and a smell of burning garbage filled the room, choking her.
"Who in the second hells do you think you are?” Sabin screamed, and she heard the impact of something on flesh, and a grunt. She heard fighting, things falling, but she couldn't see.
Hands came down over her eyes. Sabin began muttering, and she felt pain, worse than what the bolt striking so near had caused.
"You're blind, Elizabeth,” he said, “But I will give you such sight."
He was yanked away, and there was another bolt of lightning—she could feel and smell it. Then, hands came again, different hands, ripping away the straps at her wrists and ankles. He smelled odd, different, like ozone and leather and rock.
He patted her head gently then wrapped her in the blanket. He picked her up.
"There is a fire, child. ‘Twill be faster if I carry thee."
She wrapped her arms around him. He was thin, tall, not like Sabin, who worked out. He carried her easily, moving in a long, loose stride that bore her swiftly past the fire and up the stairs.
She felt safe for the first time ever. Secure. She wanted him to carry her forever, carry her far away from here and protect her always.
Eventually, he set her down. He had begun to stumble as he carried her, and she sensed he needed to rest. She felt him kneel again in front of her. He grabbed a corner of the blanket and pulled it tighter, using something to pin it so it was more secure.
She blindly grabbed his hand. It was long-fingered and broad, callused.
"Who are you? Are you okay?"
He waited a long time to reply. “I am fine,” he said. “I must leave you here. I think you should be safe."
He stood. She heard him stumble away. She stood, using the tree to help.
"Wait! I don't know how to get home ... Please, can you explain what happened back there?"
"Your people come,” he said, but she could not pick up which direction his voice was coming from. “Stay where I have placed you."
She slid back down the tree trunk, her hand wrapped around a cool, ornate pin.


Chapter TwelveThe glue stank to high heaven, but it was according to recipe so Sierra didn't care. She picked up a feather, glued it, picked up a bone, glued it, picked up a crystal, and so on and so on, decorating a birch canoe she had bought out West.
She'd supervised every step of the canoe's creation and knew she could lie in it flat, and it had just enough room for the very small suitcase she wanted to take with her. A blue velvet cushion, imperfectly sewn and stuffed with black feathers, made a very thin mattress for the bottom. A few more feathers, some bones, particularly from the wings, and a few crystals and small mirrors were glued on in a careful, somewhat swirly pattern. It looked incredibly tacky, but she loved it anyway. Every feather, every bone.
She took the best skull and affixed it to the prow; its brothers and sisters lined the edge on the sides. Breastbones decorated the keel, and wingbones splayed along the hull.
"That,” Zorovin said from the doorway, “is the strangest thing I have ever had the privilege of seeing."
"I don't recall asking your opinion."
He stared at it for another minute. “What do you expect it to do?” He was leaning against the doorframe, holding a can of beer.
"Take me somewhere I've never been.” She climbed off the table. She wiped her hands as she circled it, admiring her handiwork.
He looked down at the can in his hand.
"I have been discovering things."
She blinked at him, because the question, “What have you been up to?” had just formed in her mouth.
"I do not care for beer, for example."
"Then why are you drinking it?"
He shrugged. “I enjoyed figuring out how the top opened. I liked the drink in the red-and-white...” He shook the can, drawing her attention to it. “Can,” he said, as if she had supplied the word. “It was sweet."
"So, why are you acting like you haven't encountered all these things before?"
"Maybe I haven't."
She smiled at him and went to get more glue. It bubbled in the crockpot like obscene green-colored soup. She ladled some into the bowl and set it on the table, waiting for it to cool enough for her to continue.
"I like your stories,” she said. “Tell me another one."
He was looking at the can intently now. “They are not exactly stories."
She didn't argue with him, so he changed the subject.
"I have been casting spells while you worked on this.” He pointed the can toward the boat. “And I have been thinking of what they told me. I fear that my problems are far greater than a missing son."
He shrugged again, one-shouldered, and she wondered where he'd picked that up, for it did not seem like a gesture he was used to using.
"Not that I did not already know that."
She tested the glue, and began adding more mirrors to the pattern.
"After a few years passed, Nimue grew tired. So, she joined a group of humans who wanted to settle across the ocean. I do not know where they settled, but I do know she started the tradition of passing the Merlin Stone on to another woman, whom she would endow with what powers she, as the Lady of the Lake, possessed. Since there was no magic, these powers were useless ... unless, in a time of need, the stone gave her enough magic to do what was needed. Rumor has it—for after all, all this story is new to me, gleaned from the fairy tales and lore of those who stayed and those who are willing to speak with me—that after she passed the powers on, she returned to her homeland and went to sleep."
"So, what happened to the Stone? And who have you been talking to? Can I talk to them, too?"
"I speak to the ghosts of fires long burnt out,” he whispered, and she wondered how many of her beers he'd drunk. “I speak to trees who were not even seeds when the witnesses to these events passed back to the land."
"Uh-huh.” The response, or the tone of it, seemed to wake him.
"But in any case, the settlement suffered the fate of many ancient settlements. It died out completely, long before the young woman could pass on the Merlin Stone. Whether she tried to make her way to another village, or she buried the stone and hid it as best she could, or if she died before anything at all could be done, no one knows."
Sierra began to feel annoyed. Sure, he was good at magic, but this great all-knowing ancient stuff was madness.
"And this matters to you why?"
She could feel him behind her. She stiffened, but forced herself to keep gluing.
"I tire of this,” he said.
She turned to face him as he moved one last step forward, trapping her between him and the table. He put both her hands on her face, cradling it like he was going to kiss her. He leaned closer, and she felt a bit of fear, but excitement, too. He was an amazingly handsome man.
"Look!"
And suddenly, she knew things. She flew above mountains, she knew what magic felt and tasted like, and she knew this man before her wasn't a man. He showed her a thousand little things, feeding her small bits of information, binding her to him with knowledge and promises of more beyond her wildest dreams.
"I see,” she said finally. “A dragon. A real, live...” She laughed. She touched his face lightly then laughed again.
He smiled briefly. “It is not so funny."
"But why are you here? Why would you come to this godforsaken place?"
"To find my son. I did not lie. Now that I am here, I wish to know what happened to the Stone, to make sure it is safe. Will you help me?"
"Teach me how to travel between worlds."
* * * *"There is only one way I know,” he said honestly. “and that is not a path a human can survive."
"Oh,” she said, blinking her sky-blue eyes.
"But,” he said, partially because she looked so disappointed, and partially because she hadn't said, Well, too bad for you, then, “I will teach you what I can about magic. Perhaps you will find your own solution."
She smiled timidly. “Do you think so?"
"Anything is possible."
"Alright. I promise that I will do all I can to help you."
He nodded. “I thank you. Not everyone left when the worlds were parted. I shall endeavor to communicate with them, see if I can find any...” He paused. “...leads."
"That's good,” she said slowly. “But I have to ask you—what was your son doing here in the first place?"
"Many years ago, one of the sighted among our kind began having nightmares of a power rising from the dead, and using the Merlin Stone for his own ends. We decided that to honor the promise made to Nimue we would send someone over to discover if, indeed, this man was alive again, and if the Stone was in his possession.
"I am the king of my kind. The task fell to me, but my son wanted to prove himself, and so he begged me to allow him the honor of this mission.” Zorovin took another drink, grimaced and sighed. “He never returned. It has been a few years. I want to know what happened to my child."
"And, um, if the evil force has used the Merlin Stone?"
His brow wrinkled. “Sarcasm is not necessary. The dreams stopped, and thus we know my son must have succeeded."
"I guess that sounds reasonable. Okay. So, when you said that you didn't know what form he was in ... what did you mean?"
"Whenever a dragon comes to this earth, he is forced to change into an earth-acceptable being. I had no choice but to take this form. I transformed before I actually entered this world, so I was able to control it. I am able to remember who I am.
"But my son, if he was not strong enough, could have been molded into anything by the planet's interference. He could be an Asian female. He could be a chipmunk."
"Oh, dear,” Sierra said.
"And if he kept his mind and became himself in human form, he still might not have been strong enough to hold on to his personality. I gave him an amulet to help, but if it got lost...” Zorovin shrugged. “It is, I think, like looking for a pebble in the ocean. But he will always have magic in his soul. Perhaps I will be able to sense it."
"I hope so.” She gently touched his shoulder and squeezed. “In fact, I'm certain we'll find him.” She smiled brightly.
Zorovin studied her. Human instincts nagged at the back of his mind, and he pushed them away, forcing himself to remember he was a dragon.
She touched his face again. He had been aware she was attracted to him, and now that she knew the truth, the attraction had grown.
He backed away from her. “I must get back to work,” he said.
"I suppose. Let me know if there's anything I can do."
He nodded and left her, reminding himself again that she wasn't for him.


The Black QueenShe cleaned her crossbow, oiling it and testing the tension of the string.
Terisoth knelt by her. “What's it like? The ghost ship?"
She smiled. “'Tis like being elven kind still, not humankind. We speak our language, do things according to our own traditions. ‘Tis a shame that your family has gotten so diluted. Aïs is so immersed in technology I much doubt the other land would take him if we begged it to."
"I don't think he'd go.” Terisoth shook his head. “I've lived among elven kind. We all pretend we're just humans like everyone else. We don't talk about the home country, or the Twilight Lands."
She smiled, tested the draw. “And thee wishes to know why we are here, and not there? With our own blood?"
He nodded.
"Well, some stayed out of some attachment to humankind, for love's sake, but most of us who stayed did so for fear's sake. Oberon is—or was—a fair king. Unfortunately, Titania can be frightening and merciless. We wanted away from her rule, and under our own. We do not know how time passes in the other world. She could very well still be alive, and ruling.” She looked deep into the fire. “We'll kill ourselves to the last child before we go back."


Chapter ThirteenShe watched the encampment for an hour, not feeling the cold, not feeling any discomfort at all as she knelt, hidden behind the bushes. She wanted to be sure this was the one, she told herself, but the truth was, she already knew.
The binding that made her a puppet to Sabin's will faded the farther apart they were, and she savored that. It felt wonderful, having her own thoughts, knowing who she was and, especially, remembering why she hated Sabin so much.
She despised this slavery, serving the man who had ruined her life, and she hated her confused and clouded memories, the filthy feel of the body she inhabited. It was like being a tenant of an abandoned and rotting house. She looked at her pasty arms, painted green from the glow of her eyes, and gritted her teeth.
A branch snapped in front of her, and she turned her attention back to the three gathered around the fire, forcing herself to relax. She was growing stronger. If she bided her time, even if it was a hundred years, she would get her revenge. That would serve the bastard right, because in the end, there would be a second, maybe even a whole minute, when he weakened, when he needed the power he used to hold sway over her for something else. When he did, his hold would weaken, and in those brief, precious moments she would rip him to pieces.
Her smile was feral in the darkness. They would both die, but only one of them would know peace.
She stepped from behind the bushes and wandered down the path to the fire.
"Someone tell me again why we can't stay in a hotel?"
"Aïs, we're on the hunt. We won't find what we're looking for in a hotel. Now, will you quit interrupting?"
"It's quite alright,” a voice said, feminine and smoky. “We have company."
A tall, thin woman stood up from the campfire. She had long red hair and elven features. Rita knew immediately this was Sabin's mother. She wore leather, and had a crossbow strapped to her back.
"Oh, child,” she said, “someone's really played a terrible trick on thee, haven't they?"
As Rita looked at her, she felt fear so overwhelming that she turned back for the woods. Gentle hands grabbed her, and she found herself in the arms of another elf with glossy black hair that fell to his shoulders. He smiled.
"We're not going to hurt you, small one."
"Not at all,” said the third elf. He was shorter, plumper, and his hair was cropped close to his head. “Should I analyze her, Bronwyn?"
"Yes, that would be good, Aïs. Those eyes...” Bronwyn bent so her face was close to Rita's. She smiled sweetly and placed her finger to her mouth. “Shhh,” she hissed. “It's alright."
She touched Rita's cheek lovingly, and Rita squirmed in her captor's arms. He pulled her closer to his chest.
"You seem to be frightening her, Bronwyn."
Bronwyn looked hurt. “Nonsense.” She looked at Rita. “Am I, child? I am just worried."
"No,” Rita whispered obediently.
"She speaks,” Aïs observed, waving a small black box over her. “Yep. She's saturated with magic."
"I could tell that from her eyes,” Bronwyn said.
Rita shivered, and her captor stroked her hair.
"It's all right, little one. I am Terisoth. What's your name?"
She licked her lips. “Rita."
She could feel kindness coming from him, and wondered what he was doing with the evil one's mother.
"Would you like to eat? We have some stew still."
"Wait a second, Terisoth. Before you start acting all chivalrous, why don't we consider a few things?"
"Like what, Aïs?"
"Well, for starters, look at her eyes. Something or someone has infused her with magic, right? And magic doesn't grow on trees. Now, if you liked magic, and the blue moon was coming up, wouldn't you make some sort of guide to lead you to the one thing you need to make sure you'll be rolling in magic the rest of eternity?"
"So, you think she's a guide?"
Aïs looked directly at Rita for the first time. “He's pretty, but he's a little slow on the uptake. Still, choose between us, and who'll the ladies pick every time? Guess."
Rita shrugged.
"Enough.” Bronwyn took Rita's chin in her hand. “Tell us what you seek?"
"I am the guide,” she said meekly. “I am here to take you to the center of things."
Bronwyn giggled. “See? I told you that if we started out, we'd find a path. And here is our path."
Terisoth let her go. She looked up at him, at his doubtful expression. “What do you mean? Who is she?"
"Obviously, one of Sabin's pawns,” Aïs said. “Who else would bother?"
"Pawn for what?” Terisoth asked. “Why is she here?"
She knows, Rita wanted to tell him. She knows, but she doesn't want you to.
Bronwyn shook her head. “Does it matter? We have someone who will lead us to where the trouble is. There we will find magic, and where there is magic, we will find the power that we all fear. Whether she is a pawn or not, we can still use her. Bind her, and let us go."
Rita looked at her. “You know you don't need to bind me."
Bronwyn blinked. “I don't?” She looked at the others and shrugged. “Terisoth, since you seem to like her so much, you make sure she doesn't get away."
"She still needs to eat,” he said stubbornly. “And if we're breaking camp to go on, we might as well let her finish the stew while we pack."
Bronwyn ignored him, folding the blanket she'd been sitting on. He led Rita to the fire and got his plate and fork from where they were lying.
"Freshly washed. Sort of,” he said, explaining why the plate was still wet in places. He stirred the pot, which had been sitting next to the fire, not on it, and gave her some. She plunged in, eating as she hadn't eaten in years.
"Easy now,” he said, laughing as if he found her endearing. He got her some water and, when she finished, took the things away. He bade her follow, and she did, staying close.
He knelt at the stream, washing the pot. She knelt beside him. He spoke quietly.
"I do not know what is going on,” he said. “I will watch over you as long as you are with us. Stay close to me always, and all will be well.” He looked at her. “Do not hurt me or mine, and I will not permit you to be hurt.” She nodded, and he smiled. “Things are way weird right now. We'll watch each other's back, okay?"
She nodded again, smiling this time. He handed her the pot, and she picked up the rag he'd brought to dry it. He washed the rest, humming softly, and she swore to herself that Sabin and his mother would not harm this kind man.
* * * *Libby was not a confidant cook.
She knew she could do it, that it would be adequate, but adequate was not what she wanted. She never got much practice, so she was slow, and she fussed and worried over everything.
It wasn't just because she was cooking for Alex. The fact it was for Alex just magnified her normal fussiness.
Fortunately, she started early—it took her twenty minutes to find her potato peeler.
"You won't like it,” she told Dashiel as she peeled and cut the potatoes. He was begging, his eyes big and, well, puppy-like. She sliced off some potato and fed it to him. “Don't say I didn't warn you."
He ate it and begged some more. She sighed and went to check on the stuffed chicken breasts, then returned to the counter.
"I'm glad I invited Alex over,” she said. She had bathed earlier, and scented herself with roses. She had dressed carefully and even put on her nice underwear, with the bit of lace. “I'm going to ask him to stay tonight, so you'd better behave yourself. I'm kind of nervous about it, but he's so sweet, and gentle and handsome."
She chopped some potatoes, looked at the pot to see if she'd peeled enough. A few more.
"I know I haven't known him long, but, um, I think it'll be okay. I haven't been out of this house in four years, really, except that signing tour, which was a nightmare. I was constantly worried something might happen to the box while I was gone.” Reaching into the bag, she brought out another potato. “Oh, and once or twice I went to a convention, but that's about it. I know it's sort of pathetic to go to bed with the first man I've dated since what happened, but...” She shrugged. She paused in her peeling, and looked at Dashiel. “I really, really like him. I know I thought I really liked Sabin, but it's like this time I know for sure, because I know how not to be tricked."
Dashiel begged for another slice. She washed her hands and gave him a biscuit instead.
"I've given my life to protecting this box. That's okay, I don't mind. But it'd be nice to have sex with someone kind and gentle and to know what it's really meant to be like.” She shuddered at the memory of sex with her ex-husband, which had not been kind or pleasant at the best of times, although she had put up with it. She hadn't known better, and to tell the truth, she still didn't.
She filled the pot with water and carried it over to the stove. “I dreamt once that I was going to die. I know it wasn't a real dream, because the moon was out, and it was this huge blue thing, and we all know there's no such thing as that.” She ran her fingers absently along the edge of the pot. “But he's coming for me, and for the box. I've got to accept that. I don't know when. It can be anytime. Maybe even during the full moon next week, when he's most powerful. I think I can keep him from it, but...” She paused. “He's really strong. I almost died the last time, and I would have, if that man hadn't attacked him.
"Next time Sabin gets his hands on me, he'll try to get me to tell him where the box is. I won't, and he'll kill me.” She nodded, accepting this. “But no one can find the box, not where I have it hidden.” She grimaced. “I hope."
* * * *"We have found you at last, Sabin."
Sabin turned. Rita stood in the doorway with three elves.
"And who are you?” he asked, even though he would recognize his mother no matter what form she wore.
"Careful, Bronwyn,” said the tall one. He looked down at Rita, who had just whispered something to him. “He has the minions of Shadow guarding his doors."
She slanted a look toward him. “I do not see them."
Sabin saw Rita tug at the tall one's sleeve. The elf pulled out his sword.
"What tales has this child been filling your head with, Terisoth? Put up your sword."
Rita shook her head.
Bronwyn hissed angrily. “I am your commander. You will do as I tell you. Put up your sword."
Terisoth obeyed slowly. He looked confused, and Sabin worried his mother's glamour magic was weakening.
She stepped forward. “Aren't you going to come and give your mummy a hug?"
Rita screamed as the Shadow minions materialized, surrounding Terisoth and Aïs.
"Kill them,” Sabin said as he wrapped his arms around his mother.
She held up a finger. “Wait. Mummy did not bring you new playthings just to see them destroyed."
He sighed. “As you will then, Mother.” He gestured to the guards. “Put them someplace where they can't hurt themselves."
Rita went to Terisoth. “I'm sorry,” she said.
He gave her a very slight smile. “I was warned."
"Rita,” Sabin called out from behind her.
"Keep yourselves alive,” she said, and turned to her master.
* * * *"Thank you for the little puppet. We encountered her just after dark. She brought us right here."
Sabin shrugged as his mother sat down on a couch.
"So,” she said, without preamble, “where is the Stone?"
"I'm working on it.” He smiled mysteriously.
She tossed her hair, arranging herself on the couch. She looked at him.
"Let us get past the act, my son. Where is the Stone? Tell me."
He gave her an angry look. “I don't see why you have to be in on everything."
She opened her eyes wide and hissed, “From the beginning."
He held up his hands. “I tracked down its original hiding place, but some humans beat me to it. They were experimenting with it.” He smirked. “I attacked the base but failed to recover the Stone, so I eliminated the scientists, one by one, until I found out which took the Stone away from the site.
"I lost track of him for a time, but discovered this other guy was trying to find a stone-sensitive human. He found one, so I attached myself to her, figuring the Stone would come to her eventually. Well, I got sidetracked by her sister, and some other things happened. Finally, I tried to torture Elizabeth, the stone-sensitive, into telling me where the Stone was, but realized she had no clue."
He waved his hand in dismissal.
His mother's eyes were closed. She sat on the couch, like a snake coiled to strike.
"So, anyway, it's a couple years later, and I finally find the scientist who took the Stone away in the first place. He told me he'd passed the stone on to Elizabeth after I'd tortured her, and now she has it. Worse yet, she opened the box."
Her eyes opened. “So, the power has passed on."
"Yeah.” He smirked again. “But not to worry. Let me tell you, Elizabeth isn't much. We just have to keep the pressure on her, and she'll break like a twig."
"I want the Stone now, you idiot, not later. What have you been doing all these years that I've slept? What have you accomplished? You have one or two spells that you've mastered, but the ability to swap souls around and raise the dead is not enough."
Sabin sat up. “It was enough for you."
She stood. “I want the Stone. I want to hold it in my hands and imagine all the lives in it being crushed. You will get it for me, or you will not live to see the world after the blue moon. Because if I have to go get it, I'll use the magic that binds your soul to this body to cast my spells. Do you understand, oh, son of mine?"
Sabin looked at her for along moment. “Of course, I do."


Chapter FourteenShe greeted him at the door just as he was about to raise his hand to knock. “Hello."
"Hi!” Alex said, presenting her with flowers. He also had wine. She kissed him, timidly, on the cheek to thank him for the gifts.
"You look wonderful” He admired the simple cream dress she wore. On it, a pin glittered, shaped like a dragon, one sapphire eye winking in the light.
"We're going to have to eat in the kitchen, I'm afraid. My grandparents didn't build a dining room."
There was the smell of something on the air, something bitter.
"Oh, no!” Libby moaned, and ran for the stove.
He waited a moment, not sure if he should follow her and help, or if she'd be embarrassed. He shrugged and went in, to find a dejected Libby standing over a pot.
"Oh, God, don't cry, Libby.” He went over and looked.
"I'm not,” she sniffed. She had let the potatoes boil themselves out, and the ones on the bottom were burned.
"You know, this isn't so bad. We can fix this.” He grabbed a potholder. “All we have to do is get the good stuff out."
"I know. It's just, I mean, I wanted a perfect dinner and..."
"It still will be. Hand me that bowl."
She handed it to him and dug a tablespoon out of the drawer. She carefully began taking the good potatoes out.
"It's not the damn potatoes,” she said.
"Of course not."
"It's that I hate it when I plan things and they don't go right."
He made another sympathetic sound.
"You must think I'm an idiot,” she said.
"No,” he protested, “I really don't."
* * * *She looked at him. He was chewing his lip in a way that made her suspicious.
"Don't you dare laugh."
He cleared his throat. “I'm not."
She pointed at the potatoes. “I slaved for hours to make this for you."
"And I will eat it."
"That you will,” she muttered. “So go away while I try to salvage this."
"I'll stay right here,” he said, going to the table. “And out of the gourmet chef's way."
He took two knives and forks out of the drawer and laid them on the table. He looked around, as if trying to find something to do. He looked at the calendar by the refrigerator.
"That's neat. There're two full moons this month. There was one at the beginning of the month, and next week's the second one. That's a...” He paused, and they both spoke at once.
"Blue moon."
They laughed nervously.
"Have you ever wondered what happens during a blue moon?” Alex asked.
"No,” Libby said, plugging in the mixer. “I never have."
He flipped though the calendar. The following month, too, would have a blue moon. It was no mysterious occurrence, just the way the moon happened to cycle through the days. He shrugged.
"I wonder why they consider it so rare?"
"My understanding is that it only happens every so many years,” she said.
"Must be a pain if you're a werewolf,” he commented. She laughed, and he added, “No, really. I can totally see it—this poor guy who totally forgot about the second moon in the month waking up in an alley somewhere, his clothes all shredded, thinking, ‘My wife's going to think I'm having an affair.’”
"Well,” she said, “the guy should have told her the truth in the first place."
"Oh, I am so sure.” Alex walked over to her, took her hands in his and looked deep in her eyes. “Darling,” he said. “I have been hiding a terrible secret from you all these years. From you and...” He looked over at Dashiel, who was sitting up, staring at him intently. “...and the kids. I am..."
He took a deep breath, and Libby felt her shoulders began to shake as she tried to keep a straight face.
"A were-ostrich."
"A what?” she sputtered, laughing hard.
He let go of her hands and turned, feigning sorrow and disappointment. “Yes, yes, every full moon I sprout feathers and stick my head in the sand. It is the burden I must bear."
She leaned her forehead against his back, trying to breathe in between giggles. “Oh, you poor thing."
"See? My point exactly. No one's ever going to take such a confession seriously."
The stove timer began to buzz, so she went to switch it off. “Not the way you tell it, at any rate."
"Where do you keep the plates?” he asked as she returned to the mixer.
"Plates and cups are in there,” she said, pointing to a hutch against the wall beside the doorway.
He admired the old-fashioned piece of furniture for a moment. The counter was made of white enameled metal that felt cool and smooth to his touch; the doors were made of vertical strips of dark varnished wood. He gripped the small tarnished knobs and pushed. The doors bent where the segments met and slid inside the cabinet, revealing stacks of plates and bowls.
"Leave it open,” Libby called over the mixer's grinding.
Above the main space was another with cupboard-like doors. He twisted the knobs to pull these open. On one side of the white-painted space was a collection of unmatched coffee cups, some juice glasses and a variety of tumblers. On the other side were wine glasses and goblets in a rainbow of colors. He picked the pale pink ones, all frail stems and etched glass, because they were in front, and because they looked like what he needed. He carried them over to the table with the same care he'd give to a bomb and set them down slowly, then grabbed a pair of tumblers and plates from the hutch and set in their places.
She nodded approvingly at the wine glasses. “I was hoping you'd get those. I washed them and put them in front just for this occasion.” She handed him the corkscrew and shrugged.
"They're pretty,” he said, looking from wine bottle to corkscrew, trying to figure out how to apply one to the other. He'd never actually opened a bottle of wine.
"It's really sweet of you to help me,” she said, pressing a quick kiss to his cheek.
He smiled at her fondly. She blushed, and he wondered why.
* * * *Libby suddenly remembered the smallest possible box of condoms she'd bought on today's special grocery trip. It'd been very mortifying, and she wondered how she was going to introduce the subject.
Oh, Alex, by the way, I bought these things. Do you like them?
She took the plates off the table and put them by the stove and transferred one each of the four chicken breasts she'd cooked onto them. Maybe he'd brought his own condoms. She wasn't sure if she liked that idea or not. On one hand, she admired preparedness and optimism. On the other, she disliked the thought he expected her to be easy.
Dumb Libby, she thought, shaking her head.
He took the plates from her, his hands brushing hers. She started, then watched his retreating back. With trembling hands, she went to the hutch to get bowls for the potatoes and the corn.
Those and some butter and gravy, and the table was set. Alex pulled her chair out for her, and she prayed, reaching to take a napkin from the pineapple-shaped holder, that she would not now commence to slop all over herself.
They ate, mostly in silence, save for Alex's semi-constant reassurances that the meal was the best he'd ever had. She smiled and forced herself to drink wine, which she hated. It looked like a good brand, but she disliked anything bitter.
Afterwards, he insisted on cleaning up. He told her about his landlady, and about her daughter.
"Was it pretty serious?” she asked, drying a plate. She decided that a man with soapy hands was incredibly sexy.
"We talked about marriage, but ... I don't think we ever really loved each other. When you spend days and days with someone, pretty much living with them, of course you think marriage. When we decided not to, neither one of us was all that upset."
"Sounds a bit cold,” she murmured.
"I guess.” He nudged her. “I'm glad I didn't marry her. I would have been heartbroken if I'd been married when I met you."
She smiled a little. He dried his hands and put an arm around her. He kissed her forehead, and whispered, “You make me feel things I never thought I would. Things I thought either didn't exist or weren't for me. Don't take what I had before as an indication of what might happen with us."
She smiled brightly up at him. “Do you really think so?"
He nodded, serious. “I do."
* * * *She put her hand on his stomach, kneading his shirt and bunching it in her hands. He doubted she even knew she was doing it.
"That'd be nice,” she whispered. “To have something different, better."
He kissed her, putting gentleness over passion, trying to show her that he felt very deeply for her without scaring her away. She responded, pulling him closer.
They parted, breathing a little harder.
"Let's get this done,” he said, plunging his hands back into the water.
"Yes,” she said, a little dreamily. “Then we can have dessert."
"I hope so,” he said, giving her a slight leer. She blushed and elbowed him lightly.
Before long he pulled the drain and dried his hands. She was fishing around in a drawer, and she pulled out a pair of small forks.
"Now, we can have dessert,” she said.
He took the forks and set them on the counter. Taking both her hands, he pulled her out to the living room.
"Later,” he said. “I want my dinner to settle first. If that's all right."
"Sure.” She smiled.
* * * *They sat on the couch; he had an arm across the back and slouched a little, looking relaxed. Libby forced herself to relax, too, leaning almost in the crook of his arm.
They were silent for a few moments; then she couldn't stand it anymore.
"You know, I have a TV on a cart. I could bring it out, and we could watch a movie."
"Maybe."
* * * *He looked at her pin. He'd thought the eye was a sapphire, but now it was white. Maybe an opal chip—or a trick of light.
She followed his line of sight and touched the pin absently. “You like it?"
"It's very unusual."
"It was a gift,” she said. “It's precious to me."
"What would you do if I kissed you again?"
"I don't know.” She giggled. “Maybe you should try."
He placed his mouth against hers very gently. After a space, she turned toward him.
The pin touched him, burning his skin through the fabric of his shirt. He pulled away to speak but couldn't find words.
The telephone rang in her bedroom.
"Excuse me."
Alex nodded, trying to comprehend the new thoughts that flooded his head.
She picked up the receiver. “Hello?"
"He's handsome, Elizabeth."
* * * *She shuddered at Sabin's voice.
"When I left him all wrapped up for you on the train tracks, I had a different message in mind entirely."
She tried to think of what to do.
"Does the poor fool know you're still married?"
She hung up the phone, sighing.
"I see,” she said, and turned away.
Alex looked up from a book when she returned to the living room. His face fell.
"Bad news?"
"No, not really. Wasn't even for me.” She smiled, trying to be cheery.
He gave her a wry grin. “You're going to send me home now, aren't you?"
She didn't want him to go, now more than ever. She didn't want to be alone in that house. She thought of her bedroom with its clean, new sheets, of the bright blue box that had caused her so much mortification, wrapped demurely in a white handkerchief, ready if needed. She thought of the rose on the pillow, and the candles.
"I'm afraid so,” she said.
* * * *Alex let himself into his hotel room. First, a shower, because a shower would be comforting, and he wasn't paying the water bill, so he could take one as many times a day as he wanted.
A woman sat on his bed. She had short blond hair and huge blue eyes in a pixie-like face. She wore a tailored black suit; the skirt ended just above the knee. She was very beautiful.
He felt like he'd just stepped into a really low-budget noir detective flick.
"Alex Kincaid?"
"Yeah."
She tilted her head, studying him, but he looked around for the heavy who'd give him a couple of bruises once the blonde was done talking.
She smirked, but wasn't amused. “I know your type. You're worse than any of them. You go around, like, ‘Oh, poor nerdy me, can't get a girl,’ and when you get her you treat her just as bad as any man."
"Wait a second..."
"Stay the fuck away from my sister,” she snarled.
"Look, whoever you are, I'm not dating anyone who has a sister."
"Libby does. And I'm her."
"Libby never told me that."
"We're not close.” She took out a pack of cigarettes, beat them against her palm before extracting one. “And I'd appreciate it if you kept this little tete-á-tete between us. She wouldn't appreciate it, knowing you'd entertained me in your room, knowing that I'd interfered.” She smiled as she lit her cigarette. “I don't think she'd even believe it."
"You're not going to stop me. I really like being around her.” He surveyed her. “You don't even look like family. Some strange woman breaks into my room, tells me to stop dating her sister, and I'm supposed to believe her?"
"I can see what you're getting at, but let me tell you something. Libby's had enough problems, and she doesn't need you to add to them. If you hurt her, I'm going to kill you. You believe that? Because I will. I have a whole hell of a lot of money, enough to get the keys to your room, enough to have several brawny men do whatever I ask them to.” She stood up and poked one sharp manicured nail into his chest. “We both know you have your share of troubles, and I don't want them to touch my sister. So stay away from her, okay?"
"No,” Alex said, and grabbed her wrist.
"Ow! Let go!"
"Don't be dumb, I'm not holding you that hard.” He pulled her to the door and threw her out. He locked the door behind her, listening to her swear as she straightened herself up.
We both know you've had your share of troubles, she'd said. Alex sighed. Well, maybe he'd just let this incident pass and not tell anyone, especially one very sweet but paranoid romance author.
* * * *Zorovin was sitting on Sierra's porch when she got home.
"I'm sorry I'm late,” she said as she fumbled for her keys.
"Are you?"
"Late? Yeah, well, I said I'd be here a half an hour ago."
He shook his head. “Sorry."
"Oh.” She thought for a moment. “No, not really, because I stopped to do something important."
He shrugged. “Then I would not be sorry."
She unlocked the door then straightened and looked at him. “I should have said that I am sorry to have kept you waiting. And I am."
He nodded at her gravely. “I accept that."
She smiled and went inside. “I checked up on that guy Sabin wanted to know about."
"Ah,” he said, closing the door and locking it. “Well worth any wait. What did you find out?"
"He's nothing special,” Sierra said. “I think Sabin's just pissed at him.” Zorovin arched an eyebrow, and she blushed. “I mean, angry with him because he's dating a girl Sabin used to have the hots for."
"What about this girl?” Zorovin asked, sounding interested. “Perhaps she's a way to get to Sabin."
"No,” Sierra said hastily, then smiled. “Looked into her a long time ago."
"Uh-huh,” he said, mimicking the skepticism that accompanied the expression when she used it perfectly.
She grabbed the phone. “Trust me.” She smiled again, and this time he smiled back.
"Whatever you say."
"Cool! Now, do you like pizza?"
He muttered, “I'd eat the mice I heard in your walls last night if I could catch them,” and she grinned, figuring he was telling her he was hungry.
She looked at Zorovin. She'd grilled him a steak yesterday and made salad. He'd eaten everything without flinching.
"Is there anything you won't eat?"
He thought. “I am not greatly enamored of fish."
"Oh, that's fine.” She pushed four on the speed dial.
"Puccini's Pizza. May I take your order?"
"Polly? It's Sierra Morgan."
"Hello, Mrs. Morgan! We're just wondering if you were going to order tonight."
She blushed. “Well, I thought I'd have something a little different tonight. Go all out and get a large with everything but the pineapple and anchovies, I think, and breadsticks?"
"And no ham?” Polly said.
"That's right. And breadsticks."
When she hung up, Zorovin was staring at her. Although she figured that (if he was telling the truth) he had no idea what had just gone on, she still felt embarrassed.
"Well. Nippy day."
Zorovin nodded.
"I think I'll start a fire."
He followed her to the fireplace. He watched her while she set up the logs and tinder.
"Perhaps I might help?” he suggested.
"Sure,” she said. Now that all the work is done.
He knelt and tapped on the log. Fire blossomed along it, a hot, nearly white flame.
"Dragon bones,” he said. “My people's bones are made of fire. Even reforming into this shell cannot change that. They say that the dragons of the north are the coldest creatures in the world, but how can they be, when they have bones of flame?"
"Are all dragons like that?"
"No. Dragons are made of elements, wind and fire and clay make me what I am. The magic of God is what gives me a living form. My wife was made of sand and water. Each of her scales was full of glitter. She gave me a son with bones of lightning then went back to her own land.” He stared at the flames, pensive; then, he shook it off, became impassive again. “The point is that I can use fire no matter how far away magic is, because I am fire. My son should be the same way."
"Should we look for a storm, then?"
"I don't know. All I know is that I had absolutely no luck today, and I have no idea where to go."
She chewed her lip. There didn't seem to be a decent reply to that. “Maybe we'll think of something...” She gave a bright smile, and excused herself.
She washed her hands then was drawn to her project, critiquing her work as she looked over the curve of the boat, measured the placement of every feather. So close...?
She let her mind drift, only to be brought back to reality by the doorbell ringing.
"I'll wait while you check your order over, Mrs. Morgan,” Joe the delivery guy said. He pocketed the money without looking.
"Yeah, I did order a little something different tonight."
"I was surprised, but Polly insisted."
"It smells great. Everything looks fine, Joe. Thank you."
Zorovin, standing behind her, arched an eyebrow. “You do this often, even for a human, don't you?"
She thrust the boxes into his hands so she could lock the door. “Trust me, it's cheaper than hiring a cook."
"Indeed. Let me tell you this story I know, about a king and his cooks."
"That might be cool,” she said as he put the boxes on the coffee table. “I'm going to go and get some things from the kitchen."
When she came back the boxes were open, the napkins lay in a pile to the side. She looked at the lids. He'd ripped them open, ignoring the tabs that held the lids shut. She would have laughed, but he was sitting on the floor near the fireplace staring at the food voraciously. Better feed him, she thought, handing him a plate, before he eats you.
* * * *"You're joking,” Sierra said a little later, once they'd settled down.
Zorovin picked up a slice of pizza carefully. The first piece had been the most fun to watch him eat, but now he was getting the hang of it and the entertainment of watching the oh-so-cool Zorovin make a mess of himself was fading.
"There really are elves left?"
He nodded and picked a slice of pepperoni off. He ate it meditatively, as if trying to figure out its components.
"But why didn't they go with everyone else?"
He arched his eyebrow at her, and she nodded.
"I mean, of course, after you're done.” She blushed and concentrated on eating. “You can have the last breadstick, if you like."
"Bread is said to be the staff of life,” he said. “But I am not overly found of it."
"You're silly!” She happily claimed it. She took the sauce cup and ripped the bread apart so she could get as much of the remaining sauce on it as possible. “It's the best part."
He swallowed. “It is convenient. It holds the...” He pointed at the topping, making a tapping motion as if trying to find the word. She kept her mind a blank, and he gave her a dirty look, as if knowing she was blatantly not helping him. “...stuff together.” He picked up a napkin and cleaned his hands. “Now, if you are through bandying words with me, I will tell you a tale. Actually, I will tell you a tale and a half."
"That would be wonderful,” she said sincerely. She couldn't remain blasé about his stories. Not now that she knew they were true.
He sat for a long moment, staring at the fire. She put the boxes and trash aside for later and studied him. There was a secret part of her that thought, perhaps, he was lying despite the proof he had shown her—that this was too good to be true. She thought she was falling in love with him, and she didn't know if it was because of him or because of what he was. She wasn't sure she cared.
"What are you thinking?"
"That you have beautiful hair,” she said. She wasn't lying. It was very fair, and reflective. It combined with the light from the fire, gave him a golden halo.
This seemed to stop him. “Oh. Well. The story.” He cleared his throat. “There was a group of elves—"
"Once upon a time."
"What?"
"You didn't say once upon a time."
He snapped his teeth at her, making a low growl in his throat. “Do you want to hear the story or not, wizard woman?"
"Please. I want to hear it."
"Once upon a time,” he began sarcastically, and she had to bite her tongue to keep from laughing, “the fair folk still roamed these lands. And they were called the fair folk not because they were kind, because they could be terrible, indeed, when the mood suited them.
"There were two elven sisters. One was named ... I cannot recall their names—the reason why I shall tell you later. I shall call one Isulde, after her mother. The other was Titania, who would someday become a queen. They were close as children, it is said, until the day it was declared that Titania would marry Oberon.
"No one knew that Isulde had fallen in love with Oberon before he met her sister, and that she still wanted him. She claimed it was not because of his power, but because she loved him more than her sister ever could. On his wedding day to her sister, she stood and declared before the whole of the Seelie court, “I swear unto you all that you will have wished you accepted me in benevolence, for the day will come when I will rise to rule and have my revenge upon you all."
"She turned and departed, and set up a castle in the hills far away from her sister and brother-in-law's court. There, in the mountains, she seduced a warrior of the mountain elves and bore him a son.
"And as she sat in occupation, whether it be with her latest lover or with her son—the only being she truly seemed to love—she thought of how to make her vow come to pass. The thought of her sister with the man she herself had desired was a constant sore inside her, giving her no rest. She did not want him now that he had rejected her and made himself filthy with that pig of a sister, but still, she wanted to make him pay.
"The people of the earth would not come to her. No matter how much she stirred their anger one against another, she could not get anyone willing to follow her into the Twilight Lands to seek conquest.
"'I am powerful,’ she said to the humans, the Dwarves, the Orcs, to those of the Unseelie Court.
"'Yes,’ they would always say, for she was.
"'I am strong! I deserve to be queen.'
"And again, they would agree.
"'Then why won't you follow me?'
"'Because,’ they would always say, ‘there is nothing in it for us. You have no people of your own to commit to such a task. We would die, and you would gain nothing.'
"So, she sat in the darkness, contemplating what they said to her, pausing only to play with her son. Even so, ideas simmered in the back of her mind.
"And this is what she did, that we no longer speak her name..."
Zorovin paused. “We do not know how she did it. I doubt anyone ever knew. She went to the graves of our dead. Of dragon dead, and human dead. She visited the burial mounds of her own people, she walked the deep caves of the Dwarves. She raised their decaying flesh. She made her army from the bones of our ancestors and beloved dead, she filled them with her hatred, and with her disgust for all that was happy and alive, and she sent them to feast on their own descendants, their own families. The world had refused to do her bidding, and so what was once a vow to make a few people pay for breaking her heart became a quest to destroy that world.
"I had not yet been born, and thus it was, truly, a long time ago, but the memory of that week of terror lives on in many hearts. My own great-grandfather's bones came back and murdered his mate. They found him feasting on her flesh. Her soul was not permitted to flee, and so the infection passed to her, and she murdered her own child. It was thus, all around the world—at least, the world we knew."
"My God,” Sierra whispered. “Everyone has ancestors."
Zorovin nodded. “And Isulde was thorough in her search of graves.
"It was thought that, when she felt her army had waxed strong enough, she would march against the Elven king and queen. We will never know for sure, because a fortunate thing happened that saved us all.
"The Black Queen's first lover and the father of her child had lingered, not to help her but to keep an eye on his son. He fell in love with a maid hired to keep watch over this child, and when they saw the horror Isulde had brought to the land, they knew they had to do something about it. So, one night, the warrior stole into the castle and received in his arms his only child. He passed this burden to his brother, for he himself did not have the courage to do what must be done."
"Kill him? But why?"
Zorovin nodded. “Sabin had spent nearly every moment of his life with his mother. What do you think she taught him? Did they dare allow him to live?"
"But it is of no import, as you will see, if you stop interrupting me.
"Shera, the maid, for some unknown reason, was loyal to Isulde despite Isulde's vow to destroy the Seelie court. It has been suggested Shera had been hurt by some political maneuver that Isulde had ultimately protected her from. What we do know is that Shera was the only other living being on this Earth Isulde trusted. Thus, when Shera made her some mulled wine, and served it to her as a thoughtful gift to her rightful queen, Isulde smiled and took it in her hands.
"'You love me, Shera?'
"'Always, Your Majesty.'
"Isulde smiled. ‘When I come to power, you will be well rewarded.’ She looked into her cup and took a deep drink. ‘Indeed, you will be the second most powerful woman in the world.'
"She finished the wine, the poison working fast. She blinked a few times, trying to shake its hold, then looked at her betrayer.
"'I know what you would have given me, my lady, but at what price?’ Shera said.
"They came and cut her body apart then embedded the corpse in crystal. They smashed and burned her things, cleansed her castle of magic and left it to smolder and crumble to naught. Finally, a group of warriors was chosen, the lover foremost, to take the body as far away as possible. Thus, Shera sacrificed all she had for the good of the world.
"And the sacrifice was accepted. The evil power that had brought the dead back disappeared, leaving piles of bones in its wake. Soon there was no more fighting, just the sound of shovels and axes as the living prepared to re-bury their dead. Most of the peoples decided to burn what was left of the bones and flesh, and it became so with many races that when a loved one died, they set him on a pyre and scattered his ashes to the winds, so none might call him back from his proper reward."
"But why doesn't anyone remember Isulde's name?"
"Ah,” Zorovin said. “They did not deem it enough punishment that she failed in her plottings, that she was betrayed by those she trusted. One of the things that Isulde loved was fame. They stripped that fame away from her by burning her memory from the minds of the living. Only a few people were cursed to retain it—the warriors who bore her corpse away and the rulers of the people. I remember her story only because dragons pass memory from parent to child, yet even I do not remember her name. They wiped that away completely, so that we recall her deeds and the fear that came from them, but we know not who did those deeds.
"It would suit me not to remember at all, save that Sabin, her son, escaped death. Eventually, he enraged a wizard—I believe he reneged on a bet he made with the man—and the wizard captured Sabin's soul in a stone.” He sat back in his chair. “No one knew about this for years. Pity. I would have been happy to shatter the stone, or throw it in a volcano."
"So, he got out,” Sierra said. “And he's been out at least...” She counted on her fingers. “Eight years, I guess."
"That long? How do you know?"
She gaped at him for a moment. “I guess I don't. I mean, there was a reason I thought so, but I must be wrong, because, like you say, I have no reason to know."
He frowned at her a long time but did not gainsay her.


Chapter FifteenTwo days before the blue moon
Who are you?” Libby sang as she fixed herself a snack in the kitchen. Her favorite show was on, and it always put her in a good mood. “I really wanna know!” she sang, and Dashiel joined in. She laughed, threw him a treat to shush him and went to her bedroom. She had some freshly nuked egg rolls, soda, and a pillowcase that needed the crossstitch pattern finished. In short, she was good to go for an hour. Maybe even two, if she decided to watch Mystery.
"Okay, Grissom. What's the case tonight?” She was definitely a CSI addict.
The earthquake hit after that, and didn't even have the courtesy to wait until the half-hour commercial break. Books trembled and fell, china clattered. Libby bounced off the bed's edge. The lights went out, first the bathroom then the one by the bed, the TV, and so on across the room.
With the darkness, something passed through her, shimmering and cold. She now had a complete understanding of what ice water would feel like in her veins and heart.
"Dashiel?” she called. “Dashiel, sweetie, are you okay?” She stood up and went into the living room. A pile of paperbacks shuddered, and Dashiel emerged. He shook himself then turned towards her, eyes reflecting in the blue light.
"Boy,” he said in a pleasantly rough voice. “That was a bad one."
* * * *Alex was reading Libby's book when the quake came. He'd gaped a couple of times, surprised at the ingenuity of the two sex scenes he'd encountered. It was easy, pleasant reading, but not much his thing. Well, the parts where the woman was trying to escape by ship were pretty pageturning.
The quake plunged him into blackness, and when the cold washed over him he knew who he really was. All his memories returned to him in a flood—his mother and father, his life before.
He leaned up against the headboard, waiting for the lights to come back on.
Oh, was he in for it now.
* * * *When the waves hit Sierra, they hurt. She trembled and wept, and Zorovin held her awkwardly in his arms, trying to soothe some of the pain. He knew who she was to her core. He had tried not to find out, because it was uncalled-for, rude, but those things screamed inside of her.
He felt something for her, and wondered what it was. Sympathy? Pity? It disquieted him more than the odd pinches of lust he'd experienced. The latter was instinct, for beings always desired to reproduce, no matter what form they are in. This other was danger.
"It will be alright,” he said, because it was what humans said to one another, whether they believed it or not.
* * * *Libby nodded. “I'll go check the defenses. Hopefully, the circuit breaker's just popped."
She was still shocked that her dog was speaking to her, and mortified, recalling the things she had done, not realizing she was doing them in front of a sentient creature. But she didn't have time for that. Sabin could be mounting an assault, and she didn't want to fight in the dark if she didn't have to.
Dashiel padded after her.
"It's because reality's thinning,” he explained. “That's why I can talk to you. The coming blue moon pulls reality like a regular moon pulls the tides.” He stopped to lap some water while she opened the cellar door. “Not that most dogs can talk. I'm special. You lucked out."
"I'm so glad."
"You're not much shaken up by this, are you."
"A little. It's quite a surprise. But, well, you wake up one night and find out your sister's dead and your eyes glow in the dark—minor stuff like this fails to affect you much."
"Point taken. At least you don't need a flashlight to see."
"Aha!” Libby said, and the lights came back on. In the other room, she could hear televised voices. “We're back in business!"
Dashie* * * *ooked up at her. “I think the girl did it,” he said, talking about the TV show.
"No way! That is so the easy answer."
"Sometimes it is."
Libby knelt in front of him. “Dashiel, you're my best friend, right?"
He put a paw on her shoulder. “Of course, I am."
"Well, you might want to take it slow with the chatting. It is getting a little ... surreal, now that I can see your jaws moving and all that. Just for awhile, until I get used to it."
"That's probably wise. Can I have the leftover steak?"
"It's a little old."
"I'll chance it."
She took it out of the fridge, unwrapped it and threw it to him. “Knock yourself out. And let's get back before the show ends."


InterludeShopping After Midnight
In the all-night supermarket, a young woman pushed her cart slowly down the aisles. Fruit, cans, jars and boxes of all sorts had sprouted legs and were following her. She pulled over to let an older lady pass.
"Um ... miss?” the woman said to her.
"Yeah?"
"Do you know that ... er...” She pointed to the ever-growing parade of groceries.
Sigh. “Yeah, I know."
White brows came together. “Young lady, are you on something?"
"Drugs?” Her eyes widened. “Now, there's an idea!"
The older woman shuddered slightly and quickened her pace. The young one sighed and looked back at the conga line behind her.
She had once been a creature of magic, and thus, in the calm before the blue moon, she was a lightning rod of sorts, attracting all manner of weirdness. She started toward the register. Perhaps it was time to stay home.
A bottle of pop tripped over something, and the cheese and an ear of corn helped it right itself.
At the register, she dumped the inanimate objects from her cart. The grocery parade had gathered around and appeared to be looking up at her.
"I suppose you all want to go home with me."
There were nods and limb-wavings. The pop made itself temporarily unusable by jumping up and down.
"All right, everyone can come. Except you. I hate spinach.” She helped the others up onto the conveyor while the spinach, its leaves wilted and dejected-looking, turned and slouched away.
She felt sorry for it, and so she said, “Wait! Um, I'll mix you with the foccacia, it'll be all right.” She smiled sweetly. “Add a little pasta, maybe some tomatoes, and you'll be a meal to remember, I'm sure."
The spinach turned and ran to her feet. She felt its leaves brush her ankles before she picked it up and set it on the belt. The other groceries were packing themselves.
"I'm dreaming,” the girl at the cash register told her.
"Yeah?"
The girl nodded eagerly and returned her change.
The customer tilted her head. “Ever hear of Morgan Le Fay?"
The girl shook her head no.
"Pity,” the lady said, and loading squirming bags of groceries into her cart, she left.


Chapter SixteenMidnight found him, as usual, padding back and forth between rooms, patrolling constantly. He usually kept alert all night, but at twelve and three, when the powers of belief were at their strongest, he patrolled.
His real name was Brutus, but Dashiel was a fine name. Better than Spot or Rover or, God spare him, Fluffy. Oh, those names were fine for dogs with a low IQ, but he felt he deserved better.
She hadn't asked for an explanation of what a blue moon was, and truthfully, he wasn't sure he could give her one. He wasn't positive of all his facts, and when Libby—and he loved his Libby—got worried about things, she became extremely paranoid. She over-bought on food and refused to answer the telephone.
He considered this for a moment. Well, she did those things anyway, but when she worried it got worse, and he wasn't going to do without his daily run through the forest. Not for anything. Except maybe the end of the world.
He tilted his head, listening. Ah, the refrigerator had kicked on. Libby turned in her sleep, the springs on her bed giving just slightly. All was well.
He padded back to his own bed. You couldn't run from the blue moon, he reasoned, so he might as well try and enjoy what life he had left.
* * * *Nimue and Melnue walked for a time, until sand became scraggly pines. They passed silent houses, greeted only by an occasiona* * * *ight. Both looked around as if everything was new to them, and in different ways, it was.
Melnue knew it was rude to stare inside the houses, although what she saw charmed and fascinated her. There was nothing special, really—tables and knickknacks and the yellow glow of a lamp. A dog would begin to bark as they passed, but Nimue only had to glance at it and it would stand in silent respect. Cats would pause and watch them—no, watch her—as they traveled along the smooth, silent road, and they didn't disappear until the pale woman and her companion were out of view.
Nimue would stop occasionally and sniff the air, looking, she said, for water. Eventually, their path led back into the woods. A creek, small and thready, ran towards the sea. Nimue dipped her fingers in, tasted it, made a face and sighed.
"Better than naught, I suppose,” she said, and took Melnue's hand. “We'll step in together. I have enough power left to me, in my element, that this should work."
"Okay.” Melnue felt almost like she was humoring a madwoman. The creek was barely deep enough to wet her toenails.
Nimue tugged forward, and she followed.
Everything vanished, replaced by cold and wet. She felt like her flesh had become a sieve, and the water ran through it. It went on and on, through her skin, her hair, her blood vessels, her eyes, her viscera—cold and swift.
When they stopped, someone pulled her arm, hauling her out of the water. She felt herself come back together, her cells and disparate parts sliding back into place.
She climbed up a mossy bank. They were in a gully not much cleaner-looking than the creek they'd started out in.
"What time is it?” Melnue asked. “How long have we traveled?"
Nimue was wringing out her hair and her clothes. Wherever her hands touched, the water seemed to run away, leaving dryness in its wake. She did the same for Melnue, and soon the dark-haired girl stopped shivering.
"There we are,” Nimue said. “All better. And as for what time it is, I am not sure. We traveled for some time.” She looked up at the sky. “It was very early morning when we started, the fifth or sixth hour. I would say it's about that again, save for now it is evening."
Nimue guided her again, up the gully and into a fairly large town. They avoided vehicles and gawked at the bright lights until they came to a huge Victorian house wrapped in a pillared veranda. The doors in front, inset with panels of etched glass, seemed locked at first, but Nimue tapped one then pushed it open. Her eyes were half-closed now, Melnue noticed, as they climbed stairs and stopped in front of a door with the number thirteen in gold on it.
The door was painted forest green, while its neighbors were drab tan. Nimue placed the back of her hand on the door and seemed to think for a long time before she knocked. It was an odd knock—four raps, stop, two raps, stop, then five.
They waited a long while, and finally Melnue said, “I don't think anyone's home."
"She's there. She's thinking."
Finally, the lock turned, and the door opened a short span, stopped by a security chain. A pale-green eye the same hue as Nimue's regarded them. There was a soft sigh, the chain fell, and the door opened the rest of the way. The woman was slender and very beautiful, with hair of a deep, rich red curling down to her waist.
"I was wondering if you'd ever bother showing up,” she grumbled. “Well, there's nothing for it. You'd best come in."
The apartment was small, having been carved out of what had once been an imposing mansion, but everything in it was of a sumptuous quality. A fainting couch in dark-blue velvet was positioned in front of the TV set; the rugs beneath their feet were as deep as unmown grass. Motion caught Melnue's eye, and she looked into the kitchen, oddly separated from the living room by another door with a panel of etched glass. A cluster of greenery had curled its leaves around a knife, and seemed to be fighting off the advances of a block of cheese.
The woman followed Melnue's gaze into the kitchen and sighed.
"Settle down, you! Now! Or you won't be supper tonight!"
The two fell immediately into reassuring stillness.
"I'll get you both some water, then I'll make us a nice dinner. Okay?"
Nimue nodded. “I would be thankful, Morganna."
A moment later, Morganna returned with mismatched goblets of water. Nimue pointed at the row of posters on the wall. Each was framed magnificently. The first said, “See Elaine Morgan in MacBeth Willow Theater June 1794” in ornate lettering. It pictured a woman who looked like Morganna dressed in deep-green medieval robes and looking haughty. In fact, each poster was a variation of the one next to it save for the costumes, theaters, the dates ... and the name of the star. The last one read, “Morgan Black is Lady MacBeth See the Littleton Company's production of this timeless Shakespeare classic August 9th at the Benedum."
Morgan Black's hair was short and straight, her costume dark and modern. While all the others were in color, this one was stark black and white. A photograph, Melnue recalled, and smiled happily for remembering.
The woman in the photo looked imperious and queenly.
"Is this how you've been making your living?"
"Oh, yes,” Morganna said. “And it's much less dangerous than palmistry or rune reading.” She smiled up at them. “I have three Tonys sitting around here somewhere.” She noticed their confusion, so she sighed and said, “They're awards. Where have you been?"
"In a cave, sleeping,” Nimue said.
"Bummer.” A clattering sound came from the kitchen. “I told you guys to behave!” Morganna looked at her guests. “Don't you just hate the blue moon?"
* * * *A little later, after they ate and cleaned up, Morganna sat down beside Melnue.
"Let's see what we can do about you.” She looked into Melnue's eyes. “Describe yourself to me,” she commanded.
"I don't know. I mean, I don't remember."
"Close your eyes. Now, picture a room, a perfectly empty room except that there is a mirror on one wall. Walk up to the mirror. Slowly, now. What do you see?"
"Nothing, nothing ... oh. Wait, I see a woman—tall, with red hair."
"Like mine?"
"No. More coppery. She has gray eyes and pointy ears."
"Describe her features."
"Squarish jaw, straight nose, tanned skin, strong features but not altogether ugly."
"All right, then. Open your eyes."
Melnue obeyed. She grabbed some of her hair and confirmed it was inky black.
"She was describing herself, then?” Nimue asked.
"Yes. Someone stole her features as well as her memory, but thankfully not her body.” Morgan patted Melnue's cheek. “Go to sleep, child."
Melnue's eyes grew heavy. Someone picked up her ankles and pulled them around, encouraging her to change her position and lie down on the couch.
"It is a deceptively comfortable couch,” a gentle voice said. “You will sleep well."
* * * *Nimue and Morganna left the apartment and climbed the stairs to the widow's walk. There they stood a long time, not talking.
"What do you suppose woke you?"
Nimue sighed. “I'm not really sure. I think something's happening with the Stone. As you said, a blue moon is coming. Perhaps trouble is brewing."
"But you cannot interfere. It is no longer your place. The task has been passed on. The magic no longer shines from your eyes, but from another's."
"When the blue moon rises, magic will call to magic. All our eyes will shine once more, and magic will run, briefly, through our veins."
"I know. Three blue moons have I lived through. Being reminded what magic was like, then having it ripped away again ... it is a hellish torture. Oh, how I hate you both when the blue moon comes!"
"You could have gone with them."
Morganna looked at her. “I couldn't have. I fought too hard to keep Merlin from his purpose, made too many enemies."
They considered this awhile, looking up at the brightness of the moon. It wasn't full yet, but still its brilliance cancelled out the stars.
"Are the stars not out tonight?” Nimue whispered, quoting from the past. “I would sing to them, but the moon has eaten them all up."
The tension between them grew instead of abating at this memory. They had a lot of history between them, and many years of bitterness.
"Have you read the old stories?” Morgan asked. “We are not half-sisters anymore, according to the books now."
"If the stories change on paper, does the truth change with it?"
Morgan placed her hands on the wall next to her sister's. “I don't know."
"I know what they say of me,” the Lady of the Lake whispered sadly. “That what I did to Merlin was out of spite."
"Time hasn't been kind to any of the women of Arthur's time. They can't even get your name right. And what they did to poor Gwennie..."
"Was not entirely undeserved. Elaine certainly confused the hell out of them, did she not? I spent some time reading in a library just after I awoke, and one encyclopedia has her marked down as twelve different women."
Morgan laughed. “That girl sure got around. And they called me loose."
Nimue giggled with her. “But I never truly believed she could be had for a couple of fistfuls of dyed wool, no matter what Pelenor said."
The laughter died down, and things became slightly more companionable. Nimue watched a few vehicles pass.
"Did you ever live with him, Nimue? As a wife?"
"We were never married."
"And that is not what I asked."
Nimue nodded. “Yes. We were as man and wife. When we could be."
"You must have loved him very much. More than you loved me."
Nimue sighed. “Don't be so pathetic. I loved you both with all my heart. I just ... I wanted...” She shook her head.
"Merlin was not a man for home and hearth. I told you that."
"I had to try."
Morganna put her arm around her sister. “I know. And perhaps the two of you were right after all. I used to look at this world every night and think of what could have been. I see people starving, homeless, and I think what I could do, if I had magic.” She shook her head. “But neither magic nor science makes things all that better. It's people, Nimue, and that's what I forgot in the war I waged to keep magic and science together. They're what bless or, ultimately, damn the world."
"We'll never know who was right or wrong, really,” Nimue said.
"No.” Morganna sighed. “I don't suppose we will.” She looked over at Nimue. “Why are you crying?"
"I don't know. Tired, perhaps. I miss things. I missed you. I miss Merlin. Maybe I'm in mourning for dead dreams."
"Hush, sister,” Morganna said, hugging her tightly. “Time passes. It cannot be helped. I'm sure things will work out.” Her voice cracked, and she realized her own face was wet.
Above them, the moon faded a little, and the Pleiades appeared and shone down on the reunited sisters.
* * * *Libby grinned as she took the last pages from the printer. She placed one sheet on each of two piles—one to go in a box, the other she would hole-punch and put in a three-ring binder. One book done. Well, at least until her editor looked at it and sent it back.
The best part was in being done. The manuscript was emailed to her agent already, but she also liked to send a hardcopy.
"I wouldn't be too happy,” Dashiel said. “It's a month late."
Libby stuck her tongue out at him and walked away, trying to decide if she wanted champagne or a margarita. She had frozen packets of the latter, but they were old, and she thought maybe they'd taste more like freezer than lime.
Pity she couldn't get anyone to deliver take-out to her house. She planned to be too tipsy—not drunk, just happy and silly—to drive. Oh, well, there were always TV dinners.
She went into the cupboard to get out some dog food.
"Err ... I guess I ought to ask you what you'd like to eat."
"Yeah!” he said, wagging his tail. “Now that I can finally talk, I can tell you what I like!"
"Oh,” Libby muttered, “I am so happy."
"I heard that."
She looked around. “How about if I mix some gravy and throw it over your regular food?"
"Cereal!” Dashiel did a little sit-up, paws waving in the air, and he looked enthusiastic, so she figured he was okay with it.
She heard a car pull up. It was coming on dark, but when she saw who it was she unbarred the door and ran out before Alex had slammed the rental's door shut. He looked somewhat grim, but she didn't care.
"I'm done with my book! I'm done with my book!” she sang, hopping up and down.
The grim look broke a little, and he chuckled. “I'm glad."
"Your timing is impeccable. I am about to break out the booze. You may sleep on the couch. Maybe.” She nodded at her own declaration and pushed him inside. Just because she was in a superb mood didn't mean the defenses could come down. She locked and barred the door behind him.
"Yankee pot roast or fried chicken?” she asked, then jabbed him in the stomach. “Actually, you're so thin, I think I'll cook you both. Or you can have the turkey dinner, or meatloaf or enchiladas..."
He held up both hands. “Whatever. Really, I don't care."
She smiled and disappeared into the kitchen.
"I know what you mean,” a rough voice said. “All tastes the same to me, too."
"Libby? Are you getting a cold?” He followed her, and found her rooting around in the freezer.
She coughed and cleared her throat, and smiled sheepishly.
"Yeesh!” she said, looking over her shoulder. “Must be the weather change."
She gave the dog a meaningful look, and misinterpreting, Alex got down on his knees and petted him.
He thought about his newly returned memories, and wondered for the five-millionth time what, if anything, he should tell her.
"I'll be back in a minute. I'm going to go take off my coat."
"Okay, hon.” She was getting a knife out of the drawer, lost in the world of puncturing the cellophane over the meat and peeling it off the corn.
He opened his mouth to tell her that he loved her, then changed his mind and walked away. He wasn't sure himself yet, but he thought it was probably true. Unfortunately, he thought, wandering around the living room, that was not why he was there.
He took his coat off and placed it carefully on the couch, started toward the shelves, feeling for what he'd felt before. He found it a few steps away from the closet door, a persistent warmth that was not made by fire but by magic calling to magic. It told him things—about where it was, and about why Libby's eyes were so strange. Knowing the nature of the object that called to him, he no longer believed the iron shutters and barred doors were enough.
"Whatcha doing?"
Her arms came around him as she hugged him tightly. He placed his hand over hers. He would not be holding her hands for much longer, and it made him miserable.
"Nebbing at your books."
He turned in her arms and pulled her close to him. He rested his cheek on top of her head and thought how well she fit against him, despite his height. His grip must have tightened, because after a minute she said, giggling, “Let me breathe, Alex."
"Oh, sorry.” He let her go. Now would be a good time. Just tell her the whole truth. She was on the side of the good guys, and he needed to convince her he was, too.
There was a knock on the door, and she jumped.
"I'll get that,” she said. “Please check my stove for me?"
"Uh ... sure.” He wasn't sure what she meant. Check to see if it was hot enough? To see if she'd turned it on?
He entered the kitchen while she peeked out the spyhole. He heard her murmur something to God, then a clunking scrape as she grabbed the door bar. Something tingled along his spine, and he turned just as Dashiel abandoned his dinner and ran.
"Libby, no!” Alex cried.
She ignored him. Her eyes were wide. “Rita?"
The woman on the porch smiled demurely. “It is I,” she said.
Libby shook her head. “I don't ... I don't understand. You were dead.” She started to cry. “I ... I found you."
"Yes, I suppose you did,” the woman said, shivering in her thin clothes.
Libby stared hard at the tiny skirt then shook her head, hard. Alex could feel her thoughts. She recognized the skirt, and was trying to think how Rita could have gotten it. He felt something haze over her mind. She tried to think, tried to make sense of her sister—
Her sister was alive?
"You look so cold!” Libby said, and suddenly all her thoughts were blocked. Was the woman casting a glamour over her?
Rita smiled. “I am. Please, let me in. I'll explain everything."
"No.” Alex stepped behind Libby. He took her by the arm and pulled her out of the way so he could shut the door.
"Alex? What are you doing? This is my sister. I thought ... Rita, I..."
Rita touched her lips, silencing her. Libby shivered.
Alex looked at the woman speculatively. Unlike the one who had intruded on him, this woman did have the look of Libby's sister. Something about the cheekbones, the eyes. She was a little shorter than Libby, a little more curvy.
"Interesting choice of clothes,” he commented dryly.
"Alex!” Libby said, exasperated.
"This isn't your sister,” he told her. “Even if it is, Sabin's obviously brought her back for his own purposes. He probably killed the poor thing in the first place."
Libby ripped away from him.
"Sabin? What do you know about Sabin?” She pointed at the woman, her hand going over the threshold. “This is my..."
She paused. She looked at him with bewildered eyes, and he winced at the pain in them. Rita grabbed the outstretched hand tightly, and Libby pulled, whether to get her hand away or to pull her sister in, he didn't know. But the pull was as good as an invitation, and Rita crossed the threshold.
"I've missed you, Libby!” She hugged her tightly. Over Libby's shoulder, she looked at Alex, her eyes bright yellow-green. She smiled and pulled away. “I have something for you."
She wrapped her hands around the pendant that hung from a chain around her neck and yanked it off. The cheap chain snapped easily.
"Dread spirit, I banish thee from this house, walk no more upon these floors,” Alex began, fumbling desperately for the old words.
Rita held the pendant in the air between them at eye level. It glowed with hypnotic purity, all white and milky. With a quick jerk of her wrist, she threw the pendent over Libby's shoulder. It shimmered in the air, twisting and turning. Dashiel rushed for it, but the rug skidded under his feet. Alex turned and grabbed for it, but it slipped free, leaving him only with a length of cheap chain.
It shattered on the hardwood floor, one drop of pure, unadulterated magic. White and brilliant, it slipped through the floorboards and into the cellar. Alex grabbed Libby, threw her on the floor behind the couch.
The magic touched the box, and the explosion caused the house to shudder.
"Rita!” Libby cried, trying to squirm out from under him. He held her tightly.
"That is not your sister,” he said. “I think I met her, and that's not the same woman."
She struggled all the harder. “Who are you? I don't even know you. Let me go!"
He rolled off her, and she crawled out from behind the couch. She made a low, moaning sound, and he got up to see.
Most of the house was still all right, except for the huge hole in the shattered floor.
Rita looked down at the hole, then up at Libby. Her lip trembled, her eyes teared. “Oh, God, Libby, what have I done?"
"What you were told to do,” Alex said bitterly.
"I want you both to leave. Now,” Libby said. She was crying, but her words were angry. “I don't know what either of you want, and I don't have time to sort it all out, so just go, okay?"
"Libby...” Alex touched her shoulder.
She pulled away. “Alex, I can't trust anyone right now. If you want to help me, just go."
She circled the pit, as if looking for a way down in.
"If only things were so easy, Elizabeth,” came from the other side of the open door.
"Sabin,” the sisters said in unison, both with a touch of fear.
Alex grabbed Rita's shoulder. He felt death and perverted magic. He ignored it. “Take her to the back door."
She pulled away. “I have my own job to do,” she hissed, and stepped forward.
Sabin smiled widely. “Usually, when we get to this point of the story, I ask you, ‘Where is it, Elizabeth?’ And you stick your little nose up in the air and say...” He raised his voice a little. “'I'm not telling you.'” He laughed. “As you can see, I've already taken care of that part."
"You still have to come in and get it,” Libby said. She had grabbed the door bar and stood, defiant.
"But there's already a little bit of me in there.” He grinned and started to say something else, but Dashiel, slinking low, slipped behind the door. With a thrust of all his weight and strength, he slammed it shut. Libby slapped the bar in place then clicked the locks, her hands trembling.
"Good work, Dashiel."
He bowed his head. “Now what?"
"First, we get rid of Sabin's passkey,” Alex said.
"No,” Rita said. “He doesn't need me anymore. He'll kill me."
"So? You're already dead. We can take her to the back door, throw her out and have everything zipped back up again before he can react."
"Alex, no,” Libby said. “I can't just throw her to the wolves."
"Why not?” He rubbed his eyes. “How much proof do you need that she isn't on our side?"
"About the same amount of proof that I need to figure out where, exactly, you stand,” Libby retorted. “All of a sudden you're acting like you know what everything is about."
"I do,” he snapped. “It's returned to me."
"Oh.” She nodded. “And how long ago did your memory so fortuitously return?"
He spoke in a voice that was dangerously quiet. “Quite recently, actually."
"Well, thanks for letting me in on it."
"Maybe that was why he was here tonight,” the rough voice he'd heard earlier interjected. “I don't really care. He's good people, Libby. Let's just shut up, and leave it at that."
Alex looked down and saw Dashiel standing in the space between them. The dog sighed, and said, “We have better things to discuss."
Libby looked into his eyes. “Alex, I can't fail her again."
Alex saw the tears, and stepped over Dashiel so he could hug her. “I don't get it."
Rita waved her hand. “It's a dumb thing she has. She thinks she killed me or something."
"Look, you can trust me,” Alex said. “Always. I won't let you down."
He let Libby go and crossed to the shutters. He opened the little door and looked outside, cursed under his breath and slammed it shut again.
"What is it?"
"He's probably seen Sabin's little army,” Rita said.
"That freaking nutcase has raised the Shadow King!” Alex said.
"Okay. What can we do? We're barricaded in. Will they go away in the morning?"
"They don't seem to like any kind of light,” Rita offered.
"Turn on all the lights,” Alex said.
"Right,” Libby said. She looked at the hole in the floor. “Dashiel, watch Rita. Rita, I love you, but you're at least partially under Sabin's control, so I don't trust you not to do something. Dashiel will rip your throat out if you do."
Rita blanched at this, and Libby added, gently, “I don't even know if you're really my sister. I'm only protecting you just in case you are, because I want you to be her. If you do anything to jeopardize what I'm trying to do, I'll have no choice but to kill you. I hope you understand."
Rita licked her bottom lip. “I guess."
Libby smiled at her. “Okay. Lights, then we'll check to see if the explosion compromised anything."
"I think I got all the lights here,” Alex said from her bedroom. He came out and shut the door. “It looks all right."
She went back to the hole. “Lower me down?” she asked him, smiling.
He nodded and knelt on the floor. She sat down beside him on one of the least splintery sections, and he put his arms under her armpits. She slid over, and he lowered her, her arms slipping through his grasp. Her hands fell from his, and there was a little sound as she hit the floor.
"Are you okay?” he asked.
"Yep,” she said, and as if to punctuate it, he saw a blue glow down below. Her eyes, he thought, thinking how eerie it was.
* * * *For once, Libby didn't notice her eyes. She was busy looking at the box, which now sat in the middle of a perfectly clean depression of rock. The chunk of the limestone ledge where her trowel had sat was blown to smithereens, and she worried that her house might not be quite as sound as it used to be.
There didn't seem to be any real damage to the structure—a few new chips, a few new splinters. The force, thank God, had gone upwards.
She knelt in front of the box. The lid was marked, a burned circle that thankfully didn't go through. She smiled in satisfaction. Sabin's magic was no match for the makers of the box. She hugged it to her. She thought about leaving it here, for it was still hard to get to, but if she was able to make a break for it not having the Stone at hand would be a deadly mistake.
She returned to the hole and took a deep breath. Her heart trusted him, but she'd been wrong before. Still, she had little choice. “Alex?"
His face appeared over the edge immediately. She wished he would smile, but he was all seriousness. She raised the box. He took it, fumbling it as a look of pain crossed his face. He disappeared quickly, and a sound not unlike the box being dropped on the floor followed.
"Are you alright?” she heard Dashiel ask.
"Yeah. It just burned a bit, that's all,” Alex said.
He reappeared.
"What about your hands?” she asked, not wanting to grab them if he was injured.
"Fine,” he said.
She leapt and grabbed them, and he hissed. He pulled her up, and she grabbed the floor when she could, clambering onto the surface.
Rita snatched at his hand and inspected it. She tsked under her breath. “That's nothing. You are such a baby."
"Let me see,” Libby said.
A carving on the box had branded the lower part of his palm. It was in the shape of a dragon.
"That's awful!"
"It's nothing,” Alex said, standing up. “I just grabbed the wrong side of the box, that's all.” He picked it up carefully. “See? All the different peoples of the old world are represented.” He pointed at the different figures. “Elves, dwarves, unicorns.” He twisted the box so she could see one side in particular, and held his burned palm beside it. “Dragons."
Something crashed against the door. A similar sound came from the kitchen as the back door was attacked.
"Now we find out if I overpaid those workmen,” Libby whispered.
She felt cold hands on her, felt a cold forehead burn against her shoulder. Her lips still burned from the earlier touch.
"I'm so scared, Libby,” Rita said.
"I hate just sitting here.” Alex grabbed up a poker.
"I'm with you, brother,” Dashiel agreed.
"Well, what are we going to do? We're surrounded by this Shadow King's army,” Libby said. “I've put my whole plan around the hope that they can't get in.” She stopped. The bashing sounds were timed so you could count to four between them. “What is the Shadow King, anyway?"
"The People of the Shadow,” Alex explained, “if memory serves, are a type of voracious ghost that feeds on fear. They were, in short, the bad things under the bed.” He was watching the kitchen door intently. “One day, they got tired of just being the scary thing that people only believed in at night and joined together. The most powerful Shadow became their king. They can't do much, because they can't really touch things. They can move things with their thoughts, work weapons that are made specifically for them, but they needed someone to make the weapons, do things for them.
"So, the king hunted down a small creature isolated from the rest of the world and perverted them, forced them to give up the daylight. He and his kind enslaved them. They became the gremlins, servants of the Shadow. Thus armed, the People of the Shadow decided to take over the world, make it a place of horror and chaos where humans and other creatures would be in constant torment, constant fear, and the strength of the Shadow would be unstoppable."
"What happened?” Libby asked.
"They were captured by a curse,” Rita said. “A group of sorcerers and mages came up with a plan. Some of them sneaked into the caves during the night, while the Shadows and gremlins were away, and put a transport sigil in each place. Then, they waited for daylight and plugged up the entrances ... right?” She looked at Alex.
"About,” he said.
"So, they made a deal. The Shadows would use the sigils to transport away from the land and never return, and they could rule the land on the other side of the transportation sigil. They agreed, but instead of a land, they ended up at another cave, this one guarded with a huge seal."
"Which lasted until recently, until Sabin decided to be a complete idiot and free them,” Alex said. “I'd love to know how he did it."
He stared at Rita, who took shelter behind her sister again. She smiled shyly and shrugged.
"Anyway,” he continued, “as our reality thins and magic grows, the Shadow kind are able to slowly take form. If the Merlin Stone is used to rejoin or bridge the worlds, they'll be as tangible as you or I, and incredibly powerful."
The door shuddered under the impact, but held. Libby found herself praying harder than ever before. Just until morning, she thought. The doors just have to hold until morning.
Then the pounding stopped.
* * * *Sabin watched as the gremlins heaved against the doors. They were vicious-looking creatures, but the battering ram they wielded was piteously small. He looked to his left, at their king. He was inky black and nearly transparent, the days he had been free to feed upon the fear of humankind only enough to give him a semblance of form. He wore a tarnished gold crown and robe, illusions to make him look more important.
All the other Shadows were naked, save for the gleam of the swords made for them by their gremlin slaves. The swords were lightweight, part-magic and part-metal things the Shadows used much of their power to be able to hold. They had no genitals to mark their gender, but he supposed some of those gathered were female.
The king's eyes had been closed, but now they opened in gray-white slits. He looked bored. To his right, Sabin's mother stood, tightly gripping a crossbow. He could practically hear her gritting her teeth.
"Enough."
The gremlins stopped and looked to him, yellow slit-eyes and cruel, sharp-toothed grins making him fee* * * *ike they'd rather eat him than listen to him. He cleared his throat.
"Time for plan B."
"Oh, you've got one?” his mother asked nastily.
"Of course.” He smiled and took a bracelet out of his pocket. He flicked on a lighter, trying not to smile when the Shadow King hissed. Even in the dim light, he could see the rich red highlights of the braided rope of hair. He set it on fire, and the shriek that came from inside the house was infinitely satisfying.
* * * *The pounding stopped, and Libby turned in all directions to see if they'd managed to break in somewhere. A look at the clock told her they had many hours to pass before light.
Behind her, Rita screamed. Blisters formed on her thigh, and a pinkish spot no larger than a nickel seeped through her T-shirt. She continued shrieking and began to collapse, but Alex caught her and laid her down on the cool of the undamaged floor.
"Stop it!” Libby shouted, and as abruptly as Rita's screams began they stopped, replaced by small moans.
Alex was running his hands over Rita's undamaged flesh, moving just towards the burns then stopping short of them before starting again. The tense lines around her mouth and eyes relaxed slightly, although the bright green orbs were still glazed.
"Elizabeth,” Sabin whispered.
Libby crossed to the door. She didn't touch it, just stood there and listened.
"I know you can hear me, Elizabeth. Stop being so rude. I've come to parley,” he said, with the oily persuasiveness of a con artist.
"I hear you,” she said, relieved that her voice was steady.
"You know I'll kill her. Surely, you know by now I'll do anything to get what I want."
Cold settled over Libby, and she hugged herself as she shivered.
"And before you say, ‘Oh, well, she's already dead.’ I would like to point out something to you. I brought her back to life. Completely. With time, and care, the graveyard flesh will slough away, and she'll be able to live the life you, in your own way, took from her."
"I didn't kill her,” Libby said.
"Libby,” Rita whispered. “Don't. He always lies.” She took her sister's hand. “He'll destroy the world,” she said apologetically.
On cue, the invisible flames began to lick her again. Alex's hands were on her shoulders, and Libby realized he was trying to absorb some of the pain, trying to stop the flames from hurting her. He would fail. Whatever he was, he wasn't strong enough to save Rita.
She turned to the door again. The safety of the world was so much easier to uphold when the people you loved weren't being tortured.
She ripped the door open again and faced Sabin across the threshold. He held a twisted hank of hair that smoldered. He smiled when he saw her, reached up and snuffed the ends of the hair. The screams stopped.
"I knew you'd see things my way."
"I'm so happy you approve."
"But, unfortunately, it is not me you have to please."
Libby looked over his shoulder. Gathered behind him were human-shaped shadows, inky black and bearing swords, their eyes white and yellow slits in the darkness. Scattered around them were short, slimy creatures, all teeth and claws, holding sharp sticks. In front of their ranks, an elven woman stood, crossbow aimed at Libby's head.
When she'd opened the door, she still had in mind somehow saving her sister and cheating Sabin of his treasure. She swallowed convulsively, thinking now she wasn't so sure.
"Give me the box, Libby."
"Give me that thing you've been using to hurt my sister. And our freedom. And leave us alone."
"Sure, sure. Give me the box."
Alex picked up the box and met her eyes. “You're joking, right?” he whispered to her.
She looked at him and tugged the box away. He turned and helped Rita up.
Libby stepped forward. Sabin, impatient, crossed the threshold into her house. He didn't even wince because the rules against crossing the living's doorways only bound those who had been dead.
She held the box out. “Let me have that thing,” she said.
Sabin held it out, twitching it back when she reached out for it.
"Damn it, Sabin!"
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Alex move toward the door. She forced herself not to look, to concentrate on getting the bit of ratty hair he was using to tease her like a cat.
"Sabin, enough of this. Give it to me!"
He sighed and put a hand on the box. She reached up and snatched the knotted mess from his hand.
Alex stepped outside and, throwing his arms in the air and his head back, screamed a word that echoed in her head, waking memories of lying cold and naked and afraid, but being saved. Lightning ripped from his hands. The light and power seared through the ranks of Shadow.
Libby snatched the box back from Sabin's surprise-loosened fingers. He snarled at her and backhanded her across the mouth. She tasted blood as she ducked to avoid a second blow, to run past him.
She leapt off the porch, the sleeping autumn grass cold and slippery beneath her feet. A gremlin threw itself at her and was ripped away by Dashiel. She ran on, pushing past bodies like smoke. They had abandoned their swords—the metal made them easy targets for the lightning acting as a vanguard, forcing her a path.
She heard someone call out in pain behind her, but she didn't dare look back.


Chapter Seventeen"Sierra.” Zorovin came into her office. “We must go."
"What is it?” she asked, scrambling for her jacket, her keys.
"Magic."
They drove in darkness and silence, save for Zorovin's occasional “We need to be heading toward the North” or “I think the next left would be advisable.” After awhile, she was in familiar territory, territory she'd driven very recently. Her stomach sank.
The house was not wrecked. A set of shutters were ripped open, glass lay spread out in the grass. Zorovin walked through the front door. Bookshelves had been dumped; some ivy lay in the shattered remains of its pot. There was a jagged hole in the floor, about three feet wide. Zorovin crossed to it and stared down inside, as if talking to someone in the cellar down below.
"It's gone,” he said, sadly.
"What's gone? Are we in some kind of trouble?"
"The Merlin Stone,” he answered. He left her gaping after him as he wandered the house, ending up in the bedroom.
"Should we call the police?” Sierra asked, moving to the doorway.
"There's nothing your authorities can do,” he said. There was a small box on the dresser, and he opened it.
"I'll close the shutters and doors, then, if I can."
Zorovin stirred the chains in the jewelry box with one finger. Not much of value, and no real stones. He called to the metals, more out of habit than actual interest. Something answered his call, singing with a sweetness that was almost unbearably familiar. He saw a little handle, and he pulled up on it, lifting a tray out.
Below it was a pin. He knew the person who kept this pin deemed it special, for while all the other blue velvet-lined compartments were a jammed jumble, the silver dragon pin was by itself, and had place of privilege in the center compartment. He wrapped his hand around it tightly and crushed the human reaction he felt when he saw it.
"What are you doing?” Sierra asked.
"This belongs to my son. The woman who lived here knows where he is. I will find her.” He walked out of the tiny bedroom and strode across the floor. A slender wrist and hand caught his eye. He grabbed an edge of the couch and pulled it forward.
"Oh, God.” Sierra whispered. “Who is it?"
The wrist belonged to a small, slender girl with strange red hair. She had crawled there, he realized, seeing the bolt that protruded out her back. Her head was bent at an odd angle, and her dull green eyes were distant. He reached out a hand.
"Don't touch it!"
Zorovin turned ice-colored eyes on her and asked, “How else do you expect me to find out what has come to pass?"
She was crying. “Please,” she said. “I think I already know."
Her tears made him pause, evoking another human emotion he rejected as his fist tightened around the pin he had given his son. “We must be certain,” he said, and she turned away.
He placed his hand over the dead woman's eyes, closing them, then pressing down gently.
He saw it all.
* * * *Libby grabbed the box and took off running. Sabin followed her, ignoring the woman leaning against the couch, a poker in her hand. It was a mistake. She put the force of her body, the force of her anger at the pain he had caused her into the swing. The crunch of contact of poker on bone was more than satisfactory.
Sabin collapsed, and she stepped over him and went outside. She stopped beside a man she knew as Alex, a man Zorovin recognized immediately as his own blood.
Libby headed for the woods, Dashiel keeping pace. The lightning cut a path for them, the shadowy figures withering to smoke at the merest graze of it. Sweat poured off Alex, and there was a cut across his chest from where he had not paid enough attention and one of the gremlins had gotten too close. He was the key to their defense; so instead of following her sister, she stayed with him, using her poker to defend him from the rotted-looking creatures.
One jumped down from the porch roof, and she swung her iron poker at it. She winced as it crushed bone, and the body made a plooshing sound as it landed at her feet. The bar in her hands smoked as it reacted with the bits of creature that stuck to it.
The brightness of Alex's attack was waning. She no longer had to shield her eyes, a fortunate thing because the redheaded warrior lowered her weapon and took aim.
Rita grabbed Alex, the electricity surging down her arms as she twisted him away. The bolt pierced her. Alex had switched off the current, trying not to electrocute her, but she was about to die again anyway.
"Help me get inside,” she whispered. “I don't want them to feed on me."
"Of course,” he said. He looked up, frowning as if in calculation. “I'll get you inside.” His gaze returned to her. He smiled. “I owe you."
She closed her eyes, felt the floor beneath her as he dragged her in.
"Don't let him go!” a voice said.
Rita felt Alex leave her. She opened her eyes and, seeing the shadows behind the couch, crawled along the floor until she was behind it. Behind her, Alex was talking.
"I am the Prince of the North Frost Dragons,” he said. “We have fought in honorable battle, you and I, Shadow King. I ask, one equal to another, that you let me go."
"Those are the old ways,” the king rasped. “And we do not honor them anymore."
"I was afraid you would say that."
She saw the flicker of light against her lids, and knew he had unleashed one last volley of lightning. She hoped he'd make a run for it, get to Libby.
She thought nothing more.
* * * *Zorovin sighed deeply and removed his hand. He looked up to say something to Sierra, but she was gone. He went outside. Her car, too, was gone. Ah, well. He closed the door. He was planning on tracking his son and the box through the woods, anyway.
* * * *"This way.” Dashiel stopped just before her. She leaned against a tree, panting and trying to get her bearings. “Come on Libby,” he said, taking off again.
She followed, running as fast as she could. She raced down the hill, the cold feel of metal beneath her foot telling her she had made the train tracks. She launched herself off the smooth rail, watching her feet with greater care, thanking God she hadn't tripped. She had a feeling that if she fell she'd stay where she landed, no matter who came.
"No, no,” Dashiel said as she cut across. “Go down the tracks. The rails are iron, it'll throw them off the scent."
She clutched the box closer and trotted after him, her gait awkward because the ties were too close together to be used as stepping blocks comfortably and too far apart for her to skip over one and reach the next. So, she walked with one foot hitting smooth wood, the other cut by the rough stones of the track bed.
Dashiel stopped just before the track made a bend to the left. He wagged his tail, as if encouraging her. When she had almost reached him, he disappeared into the weeds. She followed, her feet crushing dried stems as she forced her way into the woods again. She frowned, and tried to straighten the dead stalks to cover her tracks.
She climbed the hill to where Dashiel waited impatiently. When she reached him, she saw he was standing next to a small moss-surrounded hole.
"I've explored this whole area,” he said proudly. “This is the best place to hide."
She nodded grimly and lowered herself inside. The dirt of the miniature cave was clammy, and crumbled under her fingers as she worked her way in. A root jabbed her in the ribs, and she squirmed around, trying to make herself comfortable. Dashiel joined her, taking up the whole entrance. His back was warm against her cheek.
"Thanks,” she whispered.
"No worries,” he said. “I'll watch over you now."
She lay there for a while then scooted down so she wasn't lying on him and making him uncomfortable and curled her body around the stone.
"You did what you had to do,” he said to her.
"About Rita?"
"Yes. It was honorable. Even dragons must feel that way."
"I don't know any dragons,” she whispered, sleep overtaking her despite her discomfort.
* * * *Dashiel lay listening to her breathing worried about tomorrow. The box lay on its side, the lid tilted downward. The hole in it must have been deeper than he'd thought, or perhaps it was the freedom of being above the surface, or the constant warmth of Libby wrapped around it. Whatever the cause, something had happened to the stone.
A drop of water slowly formed inside the hole and dripped out like a tear. Another followed it, and another. The ground absorbed the tears from the Merlin Stone greedily as the ice that wrapped it began to melt.


Libby: Dreaming of EyesThe package came UPS. She stared at it a long time, sitting on the daybed of her tiny apartment, considering it. It could be a nasty trick from her as-soon-as-she-could-afford-it ex-husband, but the handwriting on the package wasn't Sabin's.
After awhile, curiosity drove her to slowly cut the tape, part the cardboard flaps. She pulled the newspaper out carefully, throwing it directly into the trashcan.
Another box.
She lifted it out and repeated the process, uncovering yet another box. She would have given up, but it had her address on it, and her name, and most importantly, a legend that read, “The last one."
She opened it. The legend lied, in a way, for there was another box. But this one was of stone.
She lifted it out and set it on the coffee table. She threw the packing boxes aside, and a letter floated to the floor. She picked it up, having missed it on the way down.
Ms. Halstead,
I regret that our interviews were cut short. There was much I wanted to tell you. I did not tell you these things to write a book, but to prepare you.
I think they have found me. I think they're following me, and I have not been able to sleep for weeks for fear of it. I took the liberty of calling your boss, and he told me your new address. I am sorry that your marriage did not work out. These things seem to happen so often. At least you are free, now, to do a job I think you were born for—to take care of the Merlin Stone and preserve it from all who would use it to cause harm. Seward and I looked for you a long time, and we both believed that you were the best choice to take on this job.
Remember what I told you about the stone, Libby. The fate of the world may well rest with it. People have killed for it, and died for it. Be wise, and careful.
Roger Langley
She sat very still for a long time after reading the letter. It had been written in a rush, obviously, and the nights he'd gone without sleep showed.
She looked at her reflection on the TV screen. Her own dark-brown eyes bore the marks of little sleep. She looked at the letter again.
"Where is the box, Libby?” Sabin had asked, again and again. Now she knew what he'd meant.
That alone convinced her of the need to keep it safe.
She put it under the table and went to get something to eat. She was lonely, and as she put her diner in the microwave, she thought how neat it would be to have a dog. She ate standing over the sink, drank too much wine, and watched the world pass by outside.
Eventually, she pulled the curtains. She picked the box up and placed it on the coffee table then settled on the floor in front of it. She played with the latch—thin beaten iron in the form of a winged creature, with a hasp of metal jutting from its belly. She flipped it over the hasp, wondering why no one had slipped a padlock into that meta* * * *oop, to keep it from being opened so easily. Why hadn't the years made the latch stiff?
She poured some more wine and drank. It was as bitter as her heart.
She grasped the latch like a handle and attempted to pull the lid open. It wouldn't budge.
She reached for the sewing box she always kept by the couch. She took out the smallest crochet hook she owned, but it was just a little too thick to fit into the seam. She grumbled, and got up on stiff and wobbly legs to go and get her letter opener. It was something she never used to open letters; she'd only bought it because it looked like a sword.
It slipped into the seam where box and lid joined with all the ease of Arthur putting the sword back in the stone. She managed to get her fingers under the lip, pulling the lid up on reluctant hinges. It's heavy for such a small box, like lifting the lid off a crypt.
She shivered when she saw the ice-encased globe.
"So, that's it. That's what all the fuss it about.” She tapped the ice, and a light came on inside the globe. A beam of blue shot out, arching into her eyes. She screamed when it hit her and fell back onto the floor.
She awoke a few moments later, her head throbbing in time to the pounding on her apartment door. She pushed the box under the daybed and stumbled to the door.
"We got a call about a disturbance, ma'am?” The police officer looked her over; then his eyes settled on hers. His expression changed from boredom to concern. “What happened to your eyes?"
"Putting in contacts. I'm not used to them ... and um ... a rat, it was so weird! The rat looked really monstrous through the lens when I was putting it in and I freaked.” She blushed. “It really wasn't as bad as all that, to call the police. I think one of my neighbors has it in for me."
"Can I take a look?"
She stepped away from the door, trying not to rub her burning eyes or do anything that might look like she was tripping. He sniffed around, looked in the bathroom then turned.
"Well, I suppose that's it, then. Sorry to disturb you."
"No problem. Have a good evening, officer."
She locked the door.
When she finally checked to see what the officer meant, she saw her eyes were bloodshot, raw—and a freaky, eerie blue. This time, she didn't scream. She fainted.


Chapter EighteenIt was morning before Alex felt he could close his eyes. Morning, and he knew he couldn't sleep, because he could now look for Libby with out worrying he was leading the shadows to her.
He shuddered, the branches that surrounded him shaking as well. After casting the last of the lightning magic left to him, he'd escaped by the back door and managed to lose pursuit long enough to hide. The tree was the only place he could think of.
He had spent the remainder of the night trying to stay awake. He'd thought over the events of the previous night, how the oddest things had seemed normal to him. Well, hell, he thought when he remembered Dashiel's amazing ability to talk, which at the time he'd been too busy to really be surprised about, if I can be an amnesiac dragon, he can be a talking dog.
His eyes drifted closed again. He forced them open, keeping himself awake by eating another nearby apple, small and bright green. It was slightly mealy and incredibly tart; the taste and the prickling effect it had on his throat and tongue woke him up quicker than coffee.
That done, he began climbing down. He closed his eyes, feeling his way rather than looking. When his feet touched the solid earth, he leaned against the tree. His body was sore to the soul; his over-use of the magic that had been lying dormant for so long left him feeling stripped raw and used up. It would be easy to sleep.
He opened his eyes and turned around.
The man who lounged on the stone wall nearby was tall and slender, with pale hair and eyes that reflected the black of his clothes.
"About time you got down here,” he said.
"Who are you?"
The pale man sighed. “If you really don't know, then I guess it doesn't matter."
Alex nodded. “You're looking well. Father."
"You are not. You should have slept while you were playing pigeon."
"If I'd known you were sitting down here, I might have."
Zorovin shook his head. “It is of no matter. We must go."
He stood and went to the gate that hung open in the wall. Alex hadn't noticed it the night before. He followed, stumbling once. A strong arm went around his back, and he felt Zorovin feed energy into his body.
He looked at his father and said, almost shyly, “I am glad to see you."
Zorovin just stared at him, for so long Alex feared he had offended him. Finally: “You must have thought eventually I would seek you.” He shrugged. “You are my son.” He smiled slightly and gave Alex an awkward pat on the shoulder.
"I'd forgotten everything.” Alex caught him up on the events of his life to date. He did not mention his feelings for Libby, and if Zorovin had asked he wasn't sure what he would say.


Book TwoBlue Moon Rising

Chapter NineteenThe morning of the blue moon dawned bright and unseasonably warm. People left their coats in the car and took deep breaths of the warm breeze, sweetened by the smell of the sun on dead leaves.
Libby didn't enjoy it. She was digging a hole, slowly troweling the dirt aside and thinking of what she had to do next. Dashiel could not help much, since he stood guard over the box. It had felt lighter this morning, and she thought it was because of the rest she'd gotten.
Alex frightened her more than ever now, but she desperately missed him. She thought of how he had called lightning, and wondered. He could be the same man who'd rescued her years before. They were built the same, she realized, but the memory, surrounded as it was by fear of other dangers, was not very clear.
"I hope he escaped."
"I looked for his body,” Dashiel said helpfully. “I think he managed to distract them and left out the back. I scented his trail there."
She paused in her shoveling. “I'm sure he didn't abandon her. I mean, he seemed to be really trying to save her."
"I think,” Dashiel said carefully, “it would go against his honor to abandon someone who fought at his side."
"You keep speaking of honor. Does he seem ... particularly honorable to you?"
Dashiel thought about this for a while, and Libby wondered what he wasn't saying.
"I think so."
She went back to working the dirt away. She felt raw, mourning for her sister—again—worrying over a man who was going from sweet white bread plainness to darkness and mystery. She wanted the white bread again. Plain. Dependable. Men of mystery were people she could do without.
Well, she would work with what she had. If she was meant to she'd run into Alex along the way.
"I think it's deep enough,” Dashiel said.
Libby straightened and stood for a long time with the shovel in her arms.
"Libby” he said gently, “we have to hurry. We only have today."
"How do you know?"
"It's the second moon of the month, and it's the first full moon on Halloween in ages."
She pushed her hair out of her face, transferring mud onto it. Not that it really detracted much from her “spent the night in a hole in the woods then several hours digging” look.
She dropped the shovel and walked over to the sheet-wrapped bundle. It was tied with crinkled scarlet packaging ribbon around the ankles and middle.
She picked it up. It was already decomposing, crumbling at her touch, the form the cloth concealed as light as ashes. She placed it carefully in the grave and said an awkward prayer over it. She put crossbow bolt, black-fletched and rancid smelling, at its feet.
"Goodbye, Rita. I've seen you die twice. God forbid I have to see it again."
"Amen,” Dashiel said.
They moved the dirt back where it belonged, and she ringed the grave with stones so she would be able to find it again, if this time next year she were still alive.
She gave the dirt a final pat and stood, scrubbing her face dry with a dirty sleeve.
"I don't have time for this, you know."
Dashiel nodded, and she picked up the box.
"I guess we'll go inside."
"I'll go ahead and check the house for uninvited guests. No offense, but you really need a bath."
"I can't afford the time.” She scratched her head. She looked at her nails—dirt and dried blood from some cut she'd sustained mingling together. “Then again..."
* * * *Sierra, who had been Rita, stood over the grave for a long time. It was her grave, in a way, as well as the grave of a tiny blonde Sabin had captured and toyed with, showing her he could trade her being with anybody he wanted, that she could be whoever he desired. All he had to do was make it happen.
Where is my soul? Sierra/Rita wondered. Who am I, really? She put her hand on it, trying to feel through the dirt to her own body below. The one she now wore didn't really belong to her but to an orphaned teenager named Cathy.
She—the dim tiny part of her that was Rita—remembered waking to awareness in this body while Sabin suffocated her old one.
"I hate this body,” he'd said, leaning his weight on the pillow while Cathy's soul struggled within that foreign place, fingernails scratching for purchase on his hands and arms. One snagged the skin and ripped, and Rita, in her new vehicle, tried to command the unfamiliar muscles to do something—anything—to save the other. She could barely manage to breathe, let alone move to stop him.
"It's a filthy body,” he continued, “a whore's body. I've given you one that's clean, that's new."
She felt her former body die, felt her lungs cease to breathe, her heart cease to beat. She felt Cathy's soul leave, with a flutter like the brushing of feathers. The body she occupied froze, and she knew it felt the final connection sever as well.
I'm dead, she thought, staring at the ceiling, weeping. I'm dead.
He stood over her, and she waited for what he would do next.
"You're new home isn't quite ready to accept you,” he said. “When I get back, I'll finish making the connections. Then you'll be able to order it around.” He leaned down and whispered in her ear, “And this time you'll tell it to do what I tell you to. Understand?"
Trapped inside, she shuddered.
He laughed. “Don't bother to answer. I'll just take your silence for a yes."
He bent and took the pillow off her old face. The eyes stared sightlessly at the ceiling, the body limp; and he picked it up and slung it over his shoulder like a sack of grain. The long arms trailed down his back; and she saw the sparkle of the bracelet her sister had given her, and wept as he took her body away and left her alone.
He would be busy for some time getting rid of the evidence. She struggled to remember how he had “hooked up” her soul to the eyes so she could see with this new body. Slowly, painfully, she merged her consciousness with the new body, taking over the brain inch-by-inch, settling in as comfortably as she would settle into a tub filled with cold mud. She felt an odd flow of power inside her, and she used it to key the spell that joined soul to flesh.
She stood on shaky legs and left, taking both purses with her. Cathy's held a notebook, some keys, a tarot card deck and a wallet with a couple of fives in it.
She took over Cathy's life for a few months, looking over her shoulder constantly, filling in her time by going to Cathy's job, which was waiting tables. She longed for the eight thousands dollars Rita'd had in her savings, but the day after the transfer the money became impossible to get—Rita was found dead.
Eventually, she scraped together enough, and took the money to a place she'd known in a previous life.
"You knew Rita? I don't care if you knew the—"
"I have two and a half thousand dollars here. That's enough to get me one driver's license and a birth certificate."
"Birth certificates have gone up since computers."
She smiled thinly. “Then find me some podunk little town to be born in."
That was how she became Sierra. She packed a couple of things from Cathy's wardrobe and left, locking the keys inside the apartment.
And now here she was, full circle, standing over her grave and wondering, Who am I? Where is my soul? And what am I if both those souls fled long ago?
She put a rose on the grave, a dried-up thing from one of Libby's bushes, and walked away. She had other worries now. Like what Sabin's plans were for her, since he'd gone to all the trouble of tracking her down.
* * * *Raul was raking leaves. Underneath, in odd patches, he found purple blades of grass and tiny pink flowers. He washed his hands thoroughly and decided to ask Sierra if someone had poured a weird chemical on the lawn. He shrugged it off and sat by the window to study for a while during his lunch break. He looked out once to see a stone bench walk to the other side of the driveway. It shifted back and forth, a bit like a cat trying to get comfortable, before settling under a tree.
I knew this book was boring, but I didn't expect it to put me to sleep.
He turned his attention back to the text, figuring he'd wake up sooner or later. Outside his window, scarlet butterflies the size of dinner plates winged through the yard, but he studiously ignored them, even when one alighted on the window and began chewing on the screen.
"Hey, bud!” it said to Raul. “Ya got any salt to go with this?"
Raul looked at it, looked down at the book, then back up.
"I would rather you didn't chew on my screens,” he said.
"Oh, ya would, huh?” it said, and kept chewing—more for spite, Raul thought, than anything else.
He stood and marked his place then set the book back on the shelf. He closed the window and the curtains, set the alarm and crawled into bed.
If life is still this weird in two hours, he promised himself, then we'll start worrying.


Chapter TwentyNimue, Morganna and Melnue sat around the kitchen table eating breakfast. Nimue and Morganna looked calm as they sipped their tea from paper-thin porcelain and cut into their omelets. Melnue was distracted, looking over her shoulder as if expecting attack.
An axe leaned against the chair nearby. Why Morganna possessed an axe she hadn't bothered to explain. Melnue kept an eye on it, as well, for anything could suddenly come alive. The fainting couch in the living room, now fluff and splinters, attested to that.
She looked at the sisters and tried to imitate their serenity but finally broke down. “Why are you so calm? Any minute now the stove could try and bake us. Or the—"
"Shh,” Morganna warned. “Don't give them any ideas."
Melnue subsided, embarrassed. She looked into her cup. The rooster-shaped teapot on the shelf behind her shook and jumped off the ledge. She picked up the axe and hit it without even looking. It shattered, pieces clattering to the floor.
Nimue swallowed. “She has quick reactions, our girl."
Morgan pouted. “I liked that teapot."
"Perhaps it's not the things. Perhaps it's us. Maybe we ought to go for a walk before the rest of your pretty things get ruined.” Melnue set the axe back down.
Morgan sighed. “Well, of course, it's us, but there's nothing we can do about it."
"What she means, child,” Nimue explained, brushing crumbs off her hands, “is that anywhere we go things like this will happen. There's nothing we can do about it."
"Yeah,” Morgan said, “but at least it won't be my things getting ruined."
Nimue rolled her eyes.
"If we go into the woods,” Melnue suggested, “only organic things that can grow back will be hurt. How's that?"
A sound like paper rustling interrupted their conversation. A book, just discernible through glass, winged at the now-closed kitchen door and smacked against it before falling like a dead bird. Others followed, magazines and books of all sizes taking wing and fluttering to commit simulated suicide.
"I think they're trying to get at us,” Nimue said.
There was a groan behind them as the stove shifted, as if trying to get its feet under itself, the burners flipping sideways and turning, like spiral-shaped eyes, searching. The glass in the door cracked, and a piece fell onto the floor.
"Yeah. Just like Melnue was saying.” Morgan threw open the kitchen window. “I could use a stroll."
She crawled out onto the fire escape. Nimue pushed Melnue to the window. The younger elf jumped through then waited until she saw Nimue safe before she descended the chipped metal ladder. She imitated Morgan, who hung by her arms and dropped the last few feet to the alley.
When Nimue landed beside them, Morgan asked, “Did you shut the window behind you?"
Nimue pointed up. A roar of aggravation echoed down to them. “Are you really afraid of burglars getting in?"
"No,” Morgan said, grabbing the other women's hands and dragging them down the alley. “I suppose not."
* * * *Alex and Zorovin worked their way back through the woods to Libby's cabin. A blond woman stood on the front porch, the same woman who had threatened Alex in his hotel room.
"She's not here, Zorovin,” she said. “She wasn't in the cabin when I got here or anywhere around. I'm sorry."
Zorovin put his hand on Alex's shoulder. “I have found my son. Alex, this is Sierra Morgan."
Her eyebrows rose. “So, you're the one all the fuss is about, huh?” She looked around at the singed front yard. “No wonder Sabin was afraid of you."
Alex went past her. He could smell steam on the air, the faint scent of strawberry shampoo. “How long have you been here?"
"A couple of minutes. But I banged at the door, called her name."
She would not look at Zorovin, Alex noticed, and he wondered what had gone on between them. He didn't point out that Libby wouldn't have opened the door for her.
"You mentioned Sabin. You were in touch with him?"
"No, I..."
"He attempted to hire her to ... check up on you, I think the phrase is,” Zorovin said.
"I was just about to tell him that,” Sierra protested, blushing. Zorovin looked at her, and she grew redder. “Okay. Fine. You two can have fun playing your little boy's-club games. I am most supremely out of here."
Zorovin caught her arm. “I need the things I bought the other day. I left them in the room you lent me. Will you take me there to get them?"
"Fine,” she said, in a way that made it sound like it wasn't, and stalked off.
His father looked at him then. “Are you coming?"
"I'm going to wait for her. Libby's got to come back here sometime.” He settled down on a porch step.
Zorovin nodded, his gaze lingering on the door. “If you think so."
His father followed the tiny blonde to the car. She got in, slamming the door hard, then started it. Zorovin hadn't even gotten his own door shut before she threw the thing in reverse and sped down the driveway backwards.
"I know you're here,” he said when they were gone. “I can smell you."
Silence.
"You're sitting on the other side of the door. You've just had a shower."
He heard the door open.
"So, what other tricks do you know?"
He turned so he could look at her. A pink towel wrapped her hair. She had put on jeans and a heavy sweater, and with the towel and her bare feet, she looked incredibly young and vulnerable.
"I can sometimes cast lightning,” he said. “I was sent, originally, because my people...” He decided not to tell her exactly what his people were. “...thought maybe Sabin was up to something, and I could stop him. I guess in the fight, he got the better of me, that's why I ... er ... forgot everything."
"He did knock you around pretty bad."
He smiled at her. She still hung back shyly, creeping forward only an inch at a time.
"I think the reason I've felt the need to stay close to you ever since you rescued me is because I never really forgot you."
She crouched next to him but didn't sit down. “I always wondered what happened to you.” Her touch on his shoulder was light. “I'm glad you're alright."
"Me, too.” He captured her hand gently. “How's Dashiel?"
"Sleeping in the kitchen. I don't think he slept last night, for watching over me."
"Sleep,” Alex whispered dreamily.
"You look like you could use some."
He nodded. “Yes, that would be nice.” He squeezed her hand. “I'm sorry about Rita. She died protecting both of us.” He explained to her what had happened, and she sighed and leaned against him, telling him where she had buried her sister.
"Do you have another sister?” he asked.
"Not that I know of. Why?"
"Just curious. I mean, I didn't even know about Rita."
"It's funny, how being dead changes you,” she said.
"How so?"
"Well, she didn't really act like Rita at all. She didn't talk the same way. She didn't use any of what I used to think of as her trademark gestures. It makes sense, though. I mean, being dead would sort of take the shine off of you, wouldn't it?"
"You mean dull the personality? Yeah, I'd think so."
Alex felt her fingers, still warm from the water, touch his temple.
"You're drifting off on me,” she whispered. “I think someone needs to take a nap."
He stood and followed her inside the house. She shut the door as he stretched out on the couch. He felt a puff of air as she shook out a quilt; the touch of it settling on him was the last thing he felt as he went to sleep.
* * * *Libby stumbled off to sleep in her own bed. She set the alarm so they would get up at noon, a little less than five hours away. As long as it was light, they should be all right. Safe.
She was wrong.


The Black Queen(who needs no sleep)She paced the rooms, aggravated and impatient. She hissed curses at the sleeping form of her bumbling son in the other room. She had already broken and set fire to the crossbow. Damned thing had never been the kind of weapon she favored anyway.
Day was crippling to everyone except her—her and...?
She smiled. She knew there was a reason she hadn't killed her elven guides.
She grabbed the keys and ran down the stairs to the place where her prisoners were kept. Aïs sat in a corner, hugging himself, while his companion was pacing a rut in the cell floor.
"Hello,” she said to them in her huskiest voice. “Are you being treated well?"
"No,” Terisoth said, “we are not."
"I am sorry about that. But, since I saved your lives, you can scarcely be too picky about the accommodations."
"Right,” Aïs sneered.
"But I did,” she insisted. “That little act you witnessed was my way of getting us inside and safe.” She smiled at them, knowing their recollections would be foggy, as she'd taken the liberty of drugging their food and drink. They'd barely touched the food—but both had drunk liberally of the water.
Terisoth continued to stare at her with barely masked suspicion. She smiled at him with all of her charm, and he blinked. She threw her will at them, molded their memories of events more to her liking.
Aïs shook his head then said, unwillingly, “You mean you've managed to escape?"
"Aye,” she said. “They went to some battle last night, and have grown careless whilst licking their wounds.” She rattled cell keys. “Let us flee."
She undid the locks and led them upstairs. They walked with care, although the Black Queen knew no one would awaken until they stood outside the cave, blinking in the sunlight. She turned to them and, pointing at Sabin's Jeep, asked, “Anyone know how to drive one of those things?"
Terisoth grinned. “I can have it hotwired in ten seconds."
"Whatever that means,” she said, laughing. “Consider yourself free to do it."
She jumped in the back, letting Aïs take the passenger seat. Terisoth was as good as his word. He had the Jeep purring like an overgrown monster, and turned it around to head down the hill. She grinned, thinking of how angry her son was going to be when he realized she'd stolen his transportation. Well, he could walk. Especially after last night's failure. She had bigger plans. She would get the Merlin Stone for herself, and show the little fool how world domination was done.
* * * *Her directions were perfect. She smiled and stretched lazily as they turned into the driveway, bidding them stop just out of sight from the road.
"I overheard Sabin talking last night.” She spat out his name—not a hard accomplishment since sometimes she could barely believe he was the child she had given birth to. “Some of his followers have found the Merlin Stone. They're hiding in the cabin ahead."
"The what?” Aïs asked.
She paused. She couldn't believe that the elvish educational system would skip such a key issue.
"I know,” Terisoth supplied. “It's that thingamabob that Merlin created to split the worlds.” He looked at the Black Queen. “You mean it's still around?"
"Yes,” she said, nodding as if to a very stupid being. She had little respect for either of them, since they were so easy to trick. “And Sabin has plans for it, which means we want it."
She grabbed a cloak from the back. Sabin had bought it for her from some specialty store in town, and it smelled overmuch of some sweet perfume. She wrapped herself in it, and when they looked at her, wonderingly, she said, “My hair is like a beacon. This cloak will disguise me."
"Too bad you don't have your crossbow anymore,” Terisoth said.
* * * *They cut through the woods. A small mound of freshly turned dirt greeted them halfway through. Terisoth felt drawn to it. He knelt, and touching it, willed himself to feel whatever resonance the body below had left. He found it, dull and sickly, fading into the ground that surrounded the body.
"That's right,” the Black Queen said. “They no longer had any use for her, so they killed her."
"They went to an awful lot of trouble burying her,” Aïs pointed out.
Terisoth ignored him. Rita had not meant much to him, in truth, for he had only known her a scant few hours. It was that he had been taught in the way of the elven warrior. His duty was to protect the weak, to stand between the helpless and those who would do them harm, between those being used against their will and the people who would use them. He felt he had failed, and the stain on his honor burned like coals in his heart. Rita had been forced to do the evil one's bidding. It had been Terisoth's job to free her.
"I am to blame,” he said, “I am ashamed, and sorry."
"That's nonsense,” said Aïs. “If they truly hated her, why would they have taken such care? Look at the ring of stones."
"Who can decipher the ways of the evil ones?” Bronwyn said, reaching out and touching Terisoth's shoulder gently. “I am old, have been among the people and without human interference, and therefore have the power to see things far beyond you. The one who murdered that poor child is near. I will point the way, and you may wash your honor in their blood."
Aïs snorted.
"He must,” she insisted, looking into Aïs's eyes. “Else she will haunt him always."
"Come on then,” Aïs said. He held his staff tightly, having refused the Shadow creatures’ weapons. “Let's get this stone and be done."
Terisoth stood and drew his sword. It was a Shadow Creature's blade, light and slender but quite deadly. They crept up to the cabin and onto the porch. Bronwyn placed her ear against the wall. She smiled brightly.
"They sleep like the dead after last night's fighting."
"What trickery is this?” Terisoth asked. “They have bound the door with iron."
"Many of his minions are human,” she pointed out.
Aïs's frowned at the door. “Something is not right. I don't know..."
* * * *She hissed at him, and wrapped her hands in the cloak. The spell she was about to do would drain her considerably. If her oaf child had done his job last night, she'd have been saved much pain. She closed her eyes, focused.
The door exploded inward, peeling back on its hinges. She screamed, for the iron reacted, casting its cold strength against her. It had not held, but it would punish her for her impertinence.
The two elves had already charged in, so they did not see how she was stripped of her camouflage, how her hair turned to brown, how her form changed. Wrapped in her cloak, she stood, shivering.
A lanky, brown-haired man jumped up from the couch, tangled in a quilt. Terisoth stopped when he saw him, his sword raised.
"Even his kind can be suborned by evil,” she warned from the doorway.
"I suggest,” the man said as he stepped away from the couch, “That you leave here now. I have nothing against the elven kind."
"You have the Stone,” Aïs said.
She looked at him, wondering if he was not as firmly under control as she thought.
"Which is better than you having it,” a woman said from the bedroom doorway. She wore only an overlong sweater, her auburn hair tangled by sleep. She carried a fireplace poker but no box.
The Black Queen looked at the dragon. His magic was dried up to the point where his bones hurt. He had overstretched, and would be as useful as a fistful of sticks.
He eyed Terisoth warily. He shrugged, and said, “I'm sorry,” before turning his back on Terisoth and tackling Aïs to the floor.


Chapter Twenty-oneLibby couldn't sleep. She took off her clothes and curled up on her bed. Her book kept intruding on her thoughts, which annoyed her, because it was done. When she finally fell asleep, she dreamed sections of it.
The masked ball was magnificent. It was a pity she would not be able to spend more time, admire the costumes that made the dancers around her into fanciful beasts.
She waited until the ninth hour. Everyone had taken some wine, all the guests were relaxed and occupied. She crossed over to the staircase, and when no one was looking, she climbed them.
The music faded as she walked slowly down the hall. Earlier she had mentally marked Lord Fabrisham's room. She knelt before the keyhole and listened carefully. Nothing. She knocked on the door, listened again. She slowly turned the knob, but as she expected, it was locked. She took a set of picks out of her decolletage and set to work, keeping her ears open. The lock was ridiculously easy, and she was soon in, closing the door shut behind her just as steps passed down the hallway. She sighed softly, and began looking for the valise.
"Is this what you're looking for?” Hearing his voice, so close to her, yet as far away as the stars, shook her. She turned to face Lord Drake, and knew her orders, to be ready to kill to keep from getting caught, were not orders she could carry out.
He was holding the scroll case in his left hand. With his right he grabbed her arm. “Who are you? And why are these papers so important to you?"
She struggled, and the pendent fell out, the sapphire colored stone blazing in the cool moonlight. If anything, he seemed to grow angrier at its sight. “Where did you get this? He threw the scroll aside and pushed her against the wall. “If you hurt her I'll..."
He took the mask in his hands. She reached up and undid the tie, then kneed him in the stomach as hard as she could.
It was not the pain that stopped him. It was seeing her face.
She grabbed the scroll case from the floor, came up with the knife in her hand.
"Elsa,” he said dully, holding the mask in his hands. He looked shattered, like some cherished illusion had been broken forever.
"I'm so sorry, Damien,” she whispered. “You can never understand..."
"Those people you're working for ... Elsa, they're evil."
"No, you're wrong. I wish I could prove it to you. Please trust me. I'm taking this scroll to a safe place."
She climbed onto the sill, and leapt. She rolled down the soft hill, grateful that the guestrooms were only a story and a half above ground.
She stood up, and ran, looking back only once. He did not give chase, but stood at the window, her mask in his hands.
When she climbed into the carriage, Sophia was waiting for her. “You've got the scroll! But oh, you silly girl, you've lost your mask. I had that made especially for you."
"I'm sorry,” Elsa said softly, then began to weep, bitterly, and could not seem to make herself stop.
There was a crash, and Libby jumped out of bed. She heard voices in the living room and panicked. The poker she grabbed felt reassuringly heavy in her hand as she opened the door.
Two elven-looking men, one practically holding a sword to Alex's throat. She had let her guard down too much, it seemed.
Alex sighed then apologized, which Libby thought was just plain weird, before leaping at the one who had spoken of the Stone, leaving his back completely unprotected. She ran forward, leaping over the back of the couch, and felt incredibly proud of herself for landing squarely, not tripping over the covers thrown on the floor. Sword met poker with a dull ring, and she tried to remember about sword-fighting. She'd read a book on it for the sake of research years ago, and she'd seen a few sword fights on TV.
Unfortunately, her opponent had actually practiced. She was forced to give ground just to keep the blade from touching her. Over the elf's shoulder, she saw Dashiel fighting with a cloaked woman. The cloak fell away, and Libby saw the face of the missing coed she'd been seeing on the news.
"Jilly?” she called out, trying to distract her.
It worked, and Dashiel was able to get an edge, clamping his jaws around the woman's throat. The swordsman gave in to the temptation to glance over his shoulder, and Libby almost managed to smack him in the head with her weapon, but he parried.
She grabbed a marble candle holder from her end table. It was green, and slightly round, and made a perfect projectile. She threw it at the man to distract him, but it hit Dashiel squarely behind the head. He fell with a whimper, and the woman kicked him hard as she got up.
Alex, having finished with the other elf, turned his attention toward her.
"That's it,” Libby's opponent hissed, then: “Rita!” he cried. He hit Libby's poker squarely, and the upper half of it shirred away like butter. He turned and with the back swipe nearly took her head off. She jumped backwards, tripped on the coffee table, and fell hard, the sword hovering near her neck.
"Wait! We don't know where the Stone is."
Libby looked at the woman.
"No,” Alex corrected. “Wait because, if you hurt her, I will kill this woman now."
The elf sounded confused. “I care not for her. She is not one of my people."
"And my sister is?” Libby said.
She didn't dare move, so she gambled that his silence meant confusion. “You called her name. Rita. She was my sister."
Alex threw the woman outside. He turned to face the elf. “Let her go."
"Give us the Stone,” the shorter elf said, climbing slowly to his feet. “I don't know who you are, and I'd feel a hell of a lot better if the Stone was in my hands and not yours."
"You have a valid point, Aïs,” the taller one said.
"I don't know where it is,” Libby said.
"Pity."
She felt the tip of the sword against her throat.
"Terisoth?” Aïs asked softly.
"You were right,” Terisoth said. “I have no idea what's going on, but I would feel infinitely safer with the Stone in our hands.” He pushed the tip in another fraction of an inch. “And I am willing to sacrifice much to get it."
"Honon denae?" Alex said, and Libby looked up at him. What gibberish was this? A spell?
Whatever it was, it froze Terisoth and Aïs in their tracks.
* * * *What Alex said, in the elven tongue, was, “Is this how you act in honor?” Seeing Terisoth's look of shock, he continued. “You do not know what you do. You run without looking, figuring possession is the key? Have you looked into her eyes and seen the magic there? Have you looked at me and seen my true form? What do you make of this?
"The dragon peoples have long been charged by Nimue of the Lake to protect this Stone. Would you stand in the way of my duty?"
"Even demons can speak in the tongue of our people,” Aïs said in English, disdaining to answer in his own language.
"Dragon kind have been gone a million years,” Terisoth said in Elvish. “I believe in you not, although my senses deceive me by telling me it's true.” In English, he said, “I will kill this woman, then I will see if your tongue is as facile once my sword has split it."
"No,” Alex said. He met Libby's eyes, and saw that she was ready to die to protect the Stone, but it as a useless sacrifice. She could not have it hidden well enough that, if they all died, it would not be found.
Besides that, he loved her too much to allow it. He'd rather the worlds crashed together.
"I will give it to you, but only if you let me take her away, alive. I also wish to take the dog."
The elven woman reappeared in the doorway, holding her head in her hands—even the bright red of her hair seemed dulled by pain.
"What's going on?” she whispered piteously.
"Terisoth, let's take the Stone and go,” Aïs said.
"I agree,” Terisoth said to Alex's offer, and pulled his sword back slightly.
"Alex, no. Once they get it, we might never get it back."
"It's okay, Libby.” He pointed to the bedroom. “It's under the bed,” he told the elves.
Aïs ran to the bedroom and crawled under the bed. “Aha!"
Alex breathed a sigh of relief. He'd been guessing.
Terisoth raised his sword. Libby stood and ran to where Dashiel lay. Terisoth passed them on his way to the door, where the redhead leaned against him.
"They ambushed me,” she whispered. “I feel so weak."
"It's okay,” he said, and followed Aïs out the door.


Chapter Twenty-twoThey drove in silence for a long while. Finally, Sierra said, “I'll drive you back to the cabin after you get your things."
Zorovin shook his head. “I appreciate it, but my son is too wise to stay in one place for long. He will have the girl and the Stone out of there in no time."
"She was there?” she said with more anger than she intended.
"Aye,” he said. “My son obviously wanted to speak with her alone. So I left."
"We left."
Zorovin thought about what he was going to say. “She would not know you as her sister."
She fiddled with the radio. He took her hand and switched the machine back off. She pulled away.
"I know that."
He took her hand again. The bones felt fine and delicate, the skin smooth and warm. He brought it to his lips and kissed the center of her palm, then the soft skin of the back. He could feel her heartbeat, and her sorrow, and her uncertainty.
"You have done what you could,” he said gently. “There is nothing else you can do now about the stone.” He shook his head. “Avoid Sabin. His visit the other night was an obvious ploy to both frighten you and to show you that he has control. He thinks he might still have a use for you, and he knew you wouldn't flee while Libby might get hurt. If he cannot find you, he cannot use you."
"But my sister...” She stopped in front of the gate on the end of her driveway. She turned and looked at him. “I need to help her."
There were tears in her eyes, and he caressed her cheek. He felt an odd longing, but he pushed it aside.
"That will be my task,” he said. “My son and I are here. We will guard her with our lives.” He paused. “Besides, there are other things you need to do. I have seen inside you. You have suffered enough."
"Yeah, well,” she said, hitting the switch to the gates, “we'll see after we get your stuff."
He got out of the car and went around to her side. She rolled down the window and looked up at him, confused. He knelt so his face was level with hers and kissed her.
She grabbed his hand where it rested on the door and held it tight and kissed him back with all of her being. He felt the depth of her response and, for a brief moment, allowed himself to be human and returned it.
He parted from her. “There's nothing for me to get,” he said.
"You didn't buy anything?"
He smiled slightly. “I lied."
"You did a good job,” she said, and smiled back, a little bitter. “I guess I taught you something, eh?"
He stood. “The things you taught me are much better than that.” He couldn't think of anything more to say, but that did not sound right, like proper parting words. He backed away. “Take care of yourself, wizard woman. The coming night will be ... interesting."
She nodded. She was crying in earnest now, and he didn't know what to do about it. He opened his mouth to speak, but instead he turned away from her house. He could hear her crying until he was well up the road, past the boundaries of her land. It hurt him to listen, but he did not turn back.
* * * *Libby needed to think, and after the Stone's loss, she'd been so unreasonably angry at Alex she'd gone for a walk in her woods. She sighed, ran her hands through her hair, then turned for home.
She saw him on the path, perched high on a rock that jutted out from the trees. Waiting for her, she realized. He watched her as she approached but did not nod or wave or speak.
"I'm still pissed at you."
"You're alive,” he said, as if that was all that mattered.
She stopped by the boulder and studied him. A cut ran down the side of his neck from last night, and his eyes looked much older.
"But for how long, Alex?"
He looked at his hands. “Depends, I guess."
"On what?"
"If they use the rock to reunite the lands, on how the places come together. For example, if there are people living now where Mount Olympus used to be..."
"Oh.” The idea was almost too enormous to put her mind around. “So, what's your part in all this?"
He climbed down, and took so long to answer she thought he wasn't going to.
"I don't belong here,” he said. “The Stone was something my people were charged to protect, even though we never had it. It is on this world, not ours. But we kept an eye on it. It was my job to find it, hide it again and return home."
"I'm sorry you lost your memory for so long."
* * * *He looked at her and thought, I have no regrets if that was the price of rescuing a beautiful girl. Nor do I regret giving you my amulet, even though I could not ask for it back, and you would not consider giving it to me, so it didn't do its job and remind me who I was when I saw it again.
What he said was “It doesn't really matter now. All that matters is that we find the Stone and get it back. They won't be able to do too much damage right away. Just make weird things happen."
"Do you know what day it is?” She studied the sky, as if the answer were written there someplace.
He shook his head.
"Halloween."
"Well,” he said with a smile, “maybe people won't notice much, then."
* * * *People noticed. And they reacted in mostly a few predictable ways. There were the people who, seeing this as a chance for their fifteen minutes, called news stations and newspapers, which all either ignored them as cranks or started working on a full moon madness segment. There were those who firmly believed that this could not be happening, that either they were dreaming, stressed out, tired, sick or just going nuts. There were those who thought that what they saw was real but was either a prank, a magic trick done by some street magician, an episode of Candid Camera or a movie effect. Those who knew the things to be real, not just trickery, were either old enough to do so, self-styled mages or so mentally disturbed that talking delphiniums and scarlet screen-eating butterflies were the least of their problems. For some, it was just business as usual.
Children, however, and some elderly people, and a handful of those who desperately wanted to believe in magic—not for the casting of spells but for the beauty of it—they saw things, and believed they were true things and that they had been blessed.
There were flowers that whispered the secrets of growing, and birds that settled down beside them to speak of loved ones passed. There were rippling rainbows across the sky, and for some it was as if the world had been a tight closed bud and was, at last, blooming. The blue moon was kind to them.
But,then, the worse things hadn't woken up yet.


The Black QueenThey gathered on the rock. Terisoth and Aïs tried to look nonchalant, but some of the tourists stared. One young man waved and yelled, “Yo! Rennies!"
She looked at them, one brow arched.
"Slang for people who work at Renaissance faires,” Terisoth supplied.
"Terisoth used to go to them all the time. Really impressed the girls with his makeup, or at least that's what he told them his ears and eyebrows were."
Terisoth blushed a little. “Why are we here?"
The queen settled on her haunches and pressed her palm on the great stone. She did not know she placed her hand exactly where Libby's had been. Like Libby, she could feel the sleeping beast beneath. Unlike Libby, she knew how to waken it, and she intended to. She grinned. It was time not just to declare war, but start it. All out, no prisoners.
She looked at the two young men near her. Oh, yes, they would have their uses. Tonight, they would die for their queen.


Chapter Twenty-threeSierra ran up the stairs to the garage apartment then banged noisily on the door. Raul answered, rumpled of hair and sleepy.
"You've been crying,” he said.
"Not really. Allergies. Raul..."
"What did he do to you?"
"Uh, who?"
"The guy with the silver hair. The one you've sort of shacked up with. What did he do to you?"
She put her hand on his arm. “Nothing.” She touched his face, and his eyes met hers. “Jealous?"
He smiled a little. “How could I be? You can only be jealous if someone's taking something you think you can have. I never thought you were...” He bit his lower lip. “...attainable."
"I suppose you're right.” She felt her face heat.
"But that's not why you came here."
"No. I came to tell you that you ought to go to your sister's. Tonight is going to be strange. I want you to be there to defend her from the loony drunks."
"I was about to ask you if you wanted to come with me. Tonight, the moon will be in perigee, the brightest and closest to the earth it's been in years. It ought to be quite cool. And Saturn's near opposition. The rings ought to be wide open. It should be pretty intense."
She shook her head. “I can't. I have plans that can't be broken. But, please, please, do what I asked. Go rent some movies, get a pizza and visit your sister and nephew. Don't go out again tonight."
His dark eyes were wary. “Why?"
"I'll tell you in the morning. I promise. Please, just do what I ask?"
"Does it have something to do with that scrawny silver-haired guy?"
"No.” She smiled.
He sighed. “All right, then, I'll go. But you have my sister's number. You'll call, right? And I'll be back here, or wherever you need me, before you know it."
"You bet.” She hugged him tight and kissed his cheek. “You behave, okay?"
He sighed again, but he was smiling. “Sure."
She walked back down the steps then said over her shoulder, “By the way, I love where you put the bench. I wish we'd thought of it sooner.” She patted it on her way past and went inside the house.
She went upstairs to get her valise. In it, she had perfect, unmarked gold coins in different weights, some as thick as her thumb, others thin like a wafer. She also had some silver. It was a fortune, the bulk of all the money she had, and it fit in one men's black dress sock. It was a terrible shame. All the wealth she'd liquidated, all those zeroes and commas, and it came down to a handful of coins.
She stuck it in one of the sturdy boots she'd bought then packed them in the valise. Added underwear, some heavy skirts, pants, blouses—all plain, all unmarked. She also had a pair of comfortable plain slippers she tucked in at the sides. Her two grimoires, handwritten and carefully compiled with summarized facts she had gleaned from her books. A small pouch of keepsakes from this world, and another pouch of things like scissors and needles, things she thought she couldn't live without.
The remainder of the space was taken up by a woolen cloak.
She sighed and, looking around the room, nodded. There were temptations all around. A crystal vase that had once held two dozen of the most beautiful roses she'd ever seen, an emerald dress of silk as fine as air. She waved her hand in front of her, as if cutting off her ties to these things, breaking the fine webs of memory and desire that bound her to them, then went and changed into her going-away clothes.
Another pair of good boots, black pants, a dark silk blouse and black brocade bodice. Her only jewelry was a bracelet of stones that reminded her of a trip to a flea market long ago.
She grabbed her valise and headed to where her canoe sat. She tied the valise down inside and dragged the canoe onto a wheeled cart. Then she made herself tea and waited, worrying over what she was leaving behind.
She heard an engine, and looked out to see Raul's beat-up sedan turn the bend in the driveway. With a deep sigh, she opened the back door. The canoe was an awkward load, and it took much shoving and wiggling to get the cart outside. It rocked on the cart bed as she half-pushed, half-dragged it over the gravel drive and across the lawn.
Last full moon she had conducted a spell, looking for the ley lines. The boundary she'd found was marked with stones. She knew that when magic returned, she would be able to push her boat into the river of magic and paddle across into the land of her dreams.
She pulled the canoe off the cart, careful not to damage the glued-on bits and pieces. She checked to make sure her bag was secure, straightened the midnight-blue velvet of the mattress that lined the bottom then rolled the cart back to the house and made a last check to see if everything was in order. A second copy of her will was propped up against her husband's picture on the mantelpiece.
After trying to get food into a stomach queasy with anxiety and anticipation, she waited for night to fall.
* * * *Alex put Libby's suitcase in the trunk of the car. The box beside it had keepsakes like the jewelry box and photo album he'd insisted she grab. She'd packed some food for the dog, some medicine, and he had thrown the fireplace shovel in the trunk. It and the poker were real iron, forged by a blacksmith, she'd told him. Alex wished she'd bought more than one set, maybe thirty or forty.
He looked at her house for a moment and asked, “Do you want me to try and fix the door? It doesn't look real stable."
She shook her head, trying to think if there was anything else needed doing.
"It's good enough. It'll keep out the casual thieves. You can worry about it for me in a week, if you want.” She shut the trunk.
He got into the car and leaned back. Dashiel climbed over him and launched into the backseat. She joined them and started the engine.
"What now?"
"The worst things come out at night,” Alex said. “We can go to my hotel, eat, get some more sleep.” He opened one eye. “I have twin beds, and I swear you'll be safe from me, at least right now."
"More sleep?” she muttered as she looked both ways before pulling out of her driveway. “Two hours wasn't enough?” She looked at him. She could almost feel the fatigue radiating from him. She changed the subject. “Then, come dusk, we start the hunt? I mean, isn't that something you make fun of people in movies for doing? I know I've never watched a Dracula flick without thinking how stupid they are for going in the graveyard at night."
"True. But my million-dollar patented Merlin Stone sensor only really works effectively at night."
"You have one?"
"Yep. I look at your eyes, and depending on how bright they glow, we'll know how close we are. And we'll be able to feel it, a little, at night, while we won't be able to during the day."
"Because it's attuned to the moon?"
"Could be. Also because during the light of day no one believes anything can happen, while belief can be suspended after dark. The increased power of people's credulity, people who'll sit in a seance then who wouldn't during the day, people who hear a bump in the closet and suddenly think it's the boogey man—they lend a current to the atmosphere. Add in the people who are doing experimental spells as part of their religion or for fun, and the real magic-wielding sorcerers, and you've got a feel to the night that will allow magic-related things to generate energy."
"Like radio waves?” She jerked into the other lane when someone pulled out of their driveway without looking. Dashiel whined as he slid across the backseat.
"Strangely enough, yes. And I know you can talk, Dashiel, so don't keep silent on my account."
"Not during the day,” Libby said with relish. “We have a deal. During the day, he's just a normal dog. Ain't that right, poochie?"
Dashiel growled and glowered at her. Libby giggled. Alex turned to look at the dog.
"I think she realized before that you have no problems understanding,” he told him.
"Of course not!” Libby protested. “I have the smartest puppy in the world."
"Deer!” Alex yelled.
Libby swerved and pushed down hard on the brakes. Dashiel uttered a bark that sounded suspiciously like a curse word. Libby stared.
"Those deer are..."
Four deer trotted across the road in front of them. Two were normal—fawn colored—but one was fuscia; and the arrogant buck who stood proudly in the center was bright sky blue with a forty-point rack of ruby-tipped gold antlers.
"Don't.... make.... him.... mad,” Alex advised, sinking in the seat.
"I'll keep that in mind.” She tilted her head. “I hope they change color before hunting season."
The deer king, for such he must be with antlers like that, did not like something about the car. He lowered his crown and tensed. The fuscia doe trotted out of the weeds, her own ears dusted in gold, and made a soft sound.
Alex opened the door and got out, holding his hands in front of him. He said something. The king approached, snuffled at the offered hands, then turned away. He and the doe disappeared into the brush, and Libby thought their color might not be a problem after all.
"What was wrong?” she asked when Alex returned.
"He has a problem with cars."
"And I suppose he told ... No, actually, I know he told you that."
He nodded as he leaned back and closed his eyes again. “I've seen stranger things than that."
"You ain't kidding,” she whispered as she took the car out of park and continued their journey.
A few miles later, she touched his shoulder and woke him up. They were parked at a stoplight near where he was staying.
"What do you want to eat?"
They both decided they couldn't face sitting down at a restaurant and ordered a bagful of hamburgers and French fries from a fast food place. Libby put some canned food out for Dashiel and sweetened it with the guts of a double burger, no cheese. Alex was hungry enough that he ate the leftover bun.
"This is not a pair of twin beds.” She pointed to the double bed.
"I know. I forgot. I switched rooms, remember? But I'll take the floor. There're extra blankets in the closet."
"No.” Libby smiled. “If you try anything I don't like, Dashiel will just rip your thingies off."
"Thingies?” Alex picked up her book from the table and flipped through it. “Not my turgid manhood? Not my silken shaft..."
She grabbed the book away from him.
"Don't lose my place,” he warned. “I want to try that sometime."
"You wish. Fantasy is always far superior to reality."
He was laughing so hard that the only rejoinder he could come up with was “Hah!"
She gave up trying to stay serious and popped him on the head with the book.
"You are so too much, you know that?” She threw the book aside. “Now, don't look. I'm taking off my jeans."
"All right!"
"Don't get your hopes up, I can't sleep in them.” She paused. “Remember, your life's at stake here."
"Well, I better take off mine, too, then."
She threw him his pajama bottoms. “Here ya go."
Alex looked at Dashiel. “Now remember, she has to say no. Not ‘Oh!’ or..."
She slid into bed. “Alex, you're starting to annoy me."
Dashiel got up, shaking his head, and trotted to the bathroom. He kicked the door shut with his hind leg.
"Impressive,” Alex muttered. “If you change your mind, let me know, but not until I've had a few hours sleep, okay?"
He lay down next to her, shifting to get comfortable.
"I promise, if I get overcome by your manly presence I'll be sure to wait."
He laughed quietly, shaking the bed. She was forced to giggle herself.
"You're good for me, Libby."
"Thank thee."
"I think I'm in love with you."
There was a bit of silence, while she took that in.
"You think you're gonna die on me, Alex?"
"No,” he said.
"Good. Because I'm not letting anything happen to you."
"So let it be spoken,” he muttered, his sleepiness broken for only a second by a sharp jab in the ribs.
* * * *She opened her eyes slowly. She was using Alex as a body pillow, her arm and leg wrapped around him. He didn't seem to mind, and was snoring along gently. She caressed his cheek, and he stopped, took a sort of changing-gears breath then settled in, sleeping and breathing quietly.
She looked over his shoulder. Afternoon sun slanted through the blinds, and the clock said three.
A tongue laved her ankle, and she sat up carefully. Dashiel jerked his head toward the door. She got up, all unsteady legs and muzzy head, and opened it for him.
"Want me to come with you?” she whispered.
"No, I just want to take a walk, see the lay of the land.” He looked up at the sky. “I'll be back in an hour, maybe two.” He butted her thigh with his head. “I'll be careful."
She shut the door and locked it then turned back to the bed. Alex had rolled over—his arm lay in the warm spot her body had made. She was cold, so she slowly rejoined him. Just a few more moments of drowsing, she thought.
He opened his eyes and smiled at her sleepily. He put his arm around her and drew her close. Without really thinking, she started to kiss him.
He was very gentle, and sweet, and warm. She kept expecting pain, but none came. She felt safe, and despite his gentleness he had a solid strength she believed would keep her protected from harm. Thought disappeared, but she heard him whisper in her ear, and she repeated his words back to him, like a spell, or a ceremony.
"Your soul is my soul, your heart is my heart, your body is my body, your breath is my breath, your fate is my fate ... forever."
Forever.
* * * *Alex listened as she showered, lying there and thinking when he should be dressing. Just as humans used all their hearts and only half their minds, so dragons used only half their hearts and all their minds. The other half of Alex's heart was full of Libby—he could sense her feelings, feel the calm warmth of the water as it ran over her. He sat up. Dashiel would be back at any time. He should at least make himself decent.
Have I done right? he wondered, for he had bound Libby to him more securely than any ceremony or rite of love possibly could. He had bound her to him after the fashion of dragonkind, and if she were to reject him he would live the rest of his life alone. So powerful were the vows they had sworn that he would still feel her, even on the other side of the world.
He shook his head. Zorovin had not sworn such vows with Alex's mother, and Zorovin had loved Fadima greatly. Or as greatly as dragons love. So, once she was gone back to her land under the sea, his father did not share her feelings. He did not miss her. Alex would miss Libby no matter what happened.
And chances were that he would have to go home. He pulled on his pants and looked for his shirt, found it under the bed. He had to face the truth. Now that his father had found him, in fact, going home was a certainty.
* * * *Libby hummed, wondering more than thinking, since logic did not apply to her current situation. She wanted to exult over the recent lovemaking, wanted to relive the beauty and joy of it, which had completely blanked out the horror of her past. She didn't dare, partially from fear for the future but mostly because she had things she needed to accomplish before she could settle into a life with Alex.
If, indeed, he stayed with her like a hero in a story, and they lived happily ever...?
Where to go next? She ran “what if's” through her head. She was using story logic to examine the problem of the Merlin Stone, since so much of it seemed like a fairytale.
She poked through Alex's things, soaping herself with a bar of practical-smelling yellow soap. The shampoo smelled like apples and still bore an orange sale tag reading a fading fifty-nine cents. The smell of apples surrounded her, mixing with the steam. She saw her grandfather's orchard, and she stood in the center of it, looking at the oddly perfect trees among the overgrown ones, the smell of sunwarmed fruit heady. She blinked water out of her eyes and finished rinsing her hair.
Sabin needed a place nearby to spy on her, but it would have to be convenient. He loved apples. She thought of the trees again. She needed to see the orchard, see if Sabin had left any clues to where he was going. He would not be able to resist even those small tart apples, and would have to pass through on his way to ... wherever.
I think I know where we're going.
* * * *There was a scratch at the door, and Alex let Dashiel in. Libby was still in the bathroom, humming some odd song, and he was trying to place it. Dashiel sniffed the air then looked at him.
"You seduced her?” There was a sad little whine in the words. “Why?"
Alex thought about playing semantics. She kissed him first, her leg had wrapped around his hip. But that was not what Dashiel was asking. The consequences were something he should have thought of but had disregarded.
"Because I love her,” Alex said. “Let's not talk about it, okay?"
"You don't belong here,” Dashiel said sadly. “I have listened to her read her books and stories aloud. She has written nine books where the hero sweeps the heroine up into his arms and they walk away into a wonderful life together. What makes you think she'd write a different ending for herself?"
Alex couldn't think of anything to say to that. Instead, he sat on the bed, waiting for her.
He thought of his past life, checking, as he'd done during his fitful sleep, to see if any vestiges of his past still clung to him. Did he miss the feel of flying, the command of air beneath his wings? Did he miss the blue-green satin scales of Arbetha, who would have been his mate if he had returned home from his quest?
He tried to interest himself in thinking of the hunt; he tried to remind himself how magic—constant, thick-in-the-air magic—had felt, running through his mind and soul. He thought of honor, and family pride.
But the memories of his home, of his friends, were just memories. He could picture himself flying, watching his shadow chase him along emerald fields, but he did not feel anything. It was almost like another person's story.
Save when he thought of his father. They were each, through strange and harsh circumstances, the only family the other had. Zorovin's first mate and son had both died; Alex's younger sister had run away to the south and could not be found. Alex's own mother had been unable to take the cold, and Zorovin could not leave his people for her.
Alex was, unless he proved himself completely unworthy, to take his father's place as king. It was not his only right but his duty to continue the line of his father, a line of kings unbroken back to the dawn of his kind. Kings passed knowledge on to their children no one else could know, knowledge that could save his people. His honor told him he should go home.
Tonight, when the moon was high, he would be reminded what it felt like to fly, because he would no longer be in human form. And when the Stone was boxed up again and put away safe, he would be drawn to that other world.
He sighed, looking down at the scratched veneer of the nightstand. He wasn't ready to go home yet. He had the sinking feeling he never would be. He glanced at Dashiel, but the dog refused to look at him.
The bathroom door opened, and Libby came out, dripping wet and wrapped in a towel.
"I've got it!” She grinned ecstatically. “I know where they're going to be."


Chapter Twenty-fourSometimes when Sabin slept, Jonathan Peterson woke up.
He did so this night, blinking at the strange ceiling as he had so many times before, the outside edge of his vision tainted with pictures that belonged in another person's head. If he focused on them he would see woods. When Sabin dreamt, he dreamt of the dark twilight woods of home.
Jonathan tried to focus, get a small idea of what was happening. He tried to move his head, knowing it was useless, but to his surprise, it did. His head was now sidewards, and he was looking at a wall. To him, this was an exciting development. He noticed a box with brightly lit numbers painted on it that said 4:05. When it became 4:06, he realized that it must be a clock, and that must be the time. Certainly, they did not have this in the twenties.
How many years have passed? he wondered. Were all the beautiful women he danced with, drank and laughed with gone? As he dwelled on it, he grew furious at the spirit that had captured him, that even now bound him so he could do no more then move his head. There had been so many things he'd wanted to do, and this thing, whatever it was, had taken it all away. He could just weep when he thought about Ginny, or April, or Elizabeth....
Elizabeth? Sabin thought, waking up.
But this time, Jonathan did not go back to sleep immediately. True, he was pushed to the back, no longer even in the slightest control, but he was still there, witnessing Sabin's thoughts.
We will have to do something about Elizabeth. When he rose to be king over the newly united world, he would have her over coals. He would cut her in thin slices and fry her, eat every last morsel unto the marrow and throw her bones to the wolves. Except her skull. He would leave her fine-boned skull on the mantle, and talk to it from time to time.
Like a bad copy of Hamlet, Jonathan whispered to himself.
Sabin did not hear. He got up, and went to look for his mother.
* * * *She sat on the stone cross-legged as the stars came out and the moon began to rise. She smiled at it, waved her arms at it and swayed, singing softly to herself. She did not draw a circle, she did not write in blood. She sat and swayed in place, whispering her songs to the dreams of the monster encased in the stone.
Aïs stood by the edge of the stone, looking into the gorge. Terisoth kept watch on the path. Their main concern was to avoid the park rangers, who they'd had a minor game of hide-and-seek with earlier. The rangers did not know she had killed one of them and taken over her body. Jilly—sweet, silly Jilly—lay near the river below, her body all used and burned up from the magic the Black Queen had drawn from her bones.
The mind she lived in now was more analytical. True, with a more scientific bent of mind came less magic-conducting ability, but she—Mary was her name—had enough magic naturally to do the trick. All humans did. To live was magic, to keep soul clinging to skin required a spark of it. All things that lived had just a tiny bit of magic inside themselves. The queen had become a master at exploiting it.
She stood up and danced, a slow, serpentine rotation. Her words became a seductive chant as she whispered things to the dreams of the beast, tempting it, seducing it with the thought that it could be free of its prison.
She felt for a fault in the rock and insinuated herself into it, splitting it open just enough. Beneath her feet, an eye opened, black as night.
Awake!
She tried to contact it, scry its thoughts. There were none. Its dreams and its thoughts were the same—hunger, desire, the taste of fresh blood on its tongue. It wanted to devour everything. She wondered, for the first time, what she had called. She shrugged, and worked to bind it to her will.
The beast pleased her. If she had met it a thousand years sooner, who knows what the outcome of her story would have been?
The rock shuddered. She heard Aïs run around the edge of it, heard the creaking of the wooden bridge under his weight. She smiled and petted the beast with her thoughts, showed it her complete willingness to give it all the blood in the world. She used her magic to chain it to her.
"Bronwyn..."
She thrust a hand out, sending whoever had touched her flying. The rock cracked open, shuddering and shifting. Stones showered unto the ground below.
"I call you Aerus,” she whispered. “Aerus ... Aerus, come to me..."
There was a roar; the plate of rock she stood on shifted sideways and forward, towards the gorge. It tipped up, and up, then stopped as if it had come up against something.
The Black Queen scrambled to save herself, clinging one-handed to a hole in the rock. She jammed the fingers of her other hand into another rain-smoothed hole. She watched as the fence tore away and tumbled into the trees and bushes below. She thought she could hear the stones and wood hit the water. It took a long time. Someone cried out Bronwyn's name, but she decided she did not care to answer.
She would fall a long time, she thought, as her grip finally gave way.
Claws snatched her out of the air. She was tossed up, caught again in a hand as large as the deck of a ship. The talons that tipped the six fingers were at least seven feet long, and wickedly sharp. Its body was a combination of snake and wasp, a segmented body with a long thick tail, the tail tipped with a large, hooked needle, huge black-faceted eyes in a snake-like face. Its mouth was filled with needle-teeth, too many for its mouth to shut properly.
It had wings like a bat, and floated above the remains of Cooper's Rock, barely moving them, twitching its tail and inspecting what it held in its hand. It threw her up on its shoulder, and she grabbed on, not caring that the scales were sharp. There was, behind its head, a ridge of bone over the point where the wings joined. She slid down and into it, got herself comfortable as it took off into the sky.
She thought of where she wanted to go, and filled her thoughts with the iron taste of blood, fresh and bright. It turned midair, and she knew it had taken her suggestion.
* * * *Terisoth fell when the rock ruptured, but he had not been on the top plate, thank God, when it gave way. He landed in a sort of nest of rock, much scratched and bruised, but alive. He waved to Aïs, who stood on the rock lip above.
"Get your ass up here,” Aïs said. “That thing could come back at any time."
"It was imprisoned here,” Terisoth said. He overturned a rock and whistled. He picked up a gemstone as big as his head and held it up for Aïs to see. Facets of deep red reflected even the dim light. “Look at this! Even if it's just semi-precious, a stone like this would be worth a lot."
"I don't care. Get up here!"
Terisoth grinned and set it aside. If he could take it up, he'd give it to his former lit teacher when he got back home. She'd love something like that.
He looked around, digging for a clue or two. He found another stone, also red, he thought, and a necklace of hematite. He put the necklace in his pocket. While he continued his search, he found a skeleton, and he touched his pocket, frowning. He was about to take the necklace out and return it to the body when he realized something.
The woman—and he assumed it was a woman—for her pelvis had the shape his bio teachers had all insisted was female, had sacrificed herself to draw the creature in. There were no scraps of clothes, but the leather thong on the necklace he'd picked up was still supple. He shuddered at the vision of a woman, naked and beautiful, leading the monster he'd just seen into the cavern, allowing it to do ... whatever it did ... to her while her people sealed them together inside. He bowed and whispered the elven prayer of honor for her.
"Will. You. Hurry. It. Up?” Aïs yelled. “Come on, already!"
The bones shifted and the hand rolled out, bony palm up. There was a ring, with a huge black pearl on it.
"I thank you,” Terisoth said quietly, and took it. “Brave warrior, I swear to you that I will use these things to imprison the beast once more."
He sat there, the ring burning in his hand. The wind whispered to him.
'No, you're quite right,” he answered. “I shall use these things to kill it."
He took off his coat and wrapped some of the stones inside it, threading his belt through the armholes to attach it around his arm. The bundle under his arm, he kept an eye on it as he worked his way up, clinging to stones that wanted to slip out from beneath his feet and rough, jagged rock.
Aïs grabbed his hand and pulled him up. Terisoth pulled away and handed him the bundle.
"Be careful. We'll need those two stones,” he warned him.
"Nice ring,” Aïs said as he took the stones and set them aside.
Terisoth made the rest of the way in one large scramble, getting his legs underneath and pulling himself up. Sitting on the edge, he looked at his hand in surprise. He didn't remember putting the ring on, and although it had been made to be worn by a girl smaller and thinner than himself, it fit perfectly.
He stood up and brushed himself off. “Come on, cousin,” he said. “We've got to go save the world from our dear friend Bronwyn."
* * * *Nimue, Morganna and Melnue were sitting in a mall food court when the beast was freed. Melnue shivered as her blood chilled. Nimue dropped the soda she'd just taken a sip of, and the paper cup rocked twice. Morganna stood and looked up through the palm fronds, and through the skylight. Melnue could see it, suddenly, clear as day, could feel herself riding it and laughing like a madwoman. She covered her eyes and screamed, but since it was a vision, it didn't help.
"Oh, groovy. We're being stared at now,” Morganna said.
"Shush.” Nimue put her arms around Melnue and hugged her tightly. “What is it? What do you see?"
She opened her eyes and told them.
Morganna grabbed her hands, hissing softly. “There's a link between you and she who stole your face. We can exploit it, perhaps."
She closed her eyes. Melnue felt something inside her head, like fingers attempting to untangle threads, follow one to its source.
"I can't believe she awoke it. After all these centuries asleep,” Nimue said softly.
"It's useless,” Morganna said. “We didn't catch it in time. Next time, I hope we'll be able to follow the link and get back your life."
Nimue was paler than usual. She slowly walked to her chair and sat.
"What was it?” Melnue asked.
"The Emorroris-seps,” she said faintly.
Morganna, who had felt the same things as Nimue, shook her head. “I know why you think that, but the Emorroris-seps has been wrapped in its stone grave for centuries. Nothing could possibly live without food for this long. You must be mistaken."
Melnue looked at her. Calming herself, she said, “I know only what things I've seen these past days. I told you what I saw. I've nothing in my head to cloud my judgment, no like experiences I could mix this up with. I described what I saw without any kind of psychological embellishment."
"Well,” Morganna said, “this may be so, but since the Emorroris is nearly impossible to stop, I'm rather hoping you're wrong."
"Ah."
"If it's the Seps or not, we must try to stop it,” Nimue said.
"Who's this we, elf-girl? I don't recall volunteering my services.” Morganna beat a pack of cigarettes on her palm, extracted one and lit up. The smell of burning cloves filled the air as she inhaled. “Besides, you're out of it. I'm out of it. We are observers, nothing more. We have no magic, and after sleeping for several hundred years, you've the muscle tone of an oyster."
"I can fight,” Melnue protested. “Tell me what to do. What are its weaknesses?"
"There's got to be something we can do,” Nimue added. “I can't just sit here."
"I'm not letting you out of the agreement. Not to get killed."
"The agreement?” Melnue asked. “What agreement?"
"A peace treaty between my sister and me,” Morganna explained. “We both agreed that we would not act in any fashion to divert the fate of humankind. In short, we've sworn to mind our own business."
"But, Morganna!” Nimue cried.
"There's nothing we can do,” Morganna insisted. “Wait ... yes, we can get killed. That's what we can do. Sorry, but I'm not interested.” She stubbed out her cigarette. “Let's split."
* * * *Raul knocked on his sister's apartment door. Her dog barked excitedly, but no one told it to be quiet, no small feet rushed to the door. He'd known the second he'd stepped foot in front of the door that no one was home. His little nephew, even when he was being good, seemed to fill the world with noise and action.
He sighed. So much for Sierra's plan. He looked around at the small, neat houses, at the huge towering slag pile that dominated the skyline. He'd gotten in trouble, years ago, for playing on it with his friends.
He leaned on the railing and stared at it. The setting sun's colors seemed to be sucked out of the air and into the pile of darkness. It was the tallest thing around, larger than anything he'd ever seen, outside an actual mountain. He tilted his head and considered it. It had to be pretty well packed, he thought, for machines to travel up far enough to stack the slag on top the pile. He'd run up one of those paths once, as a boy, on a dare.
He went to the car and got out his second-best telescope. It was an old homemade, cannibalized from fourth-hand parts. He didn't want to risk his good one in a fall if the slag wasn't as stable as he thought.
He crossed the street and the abandoned lot that the workers had once used as parking space. Weeds were reclaiming it, breaking up the pavement. He watched his feet carefully, mindful of the debris neglect attracted. There were smashed beer bottles, some cigarette butts. He even found an old muffler, its rusted tailpipe an invitation to tetanus.
He circled the fence, from time to time looking around to see if anyone was watching him. He knew there was no way the kids in this neighborhood had left well enough alone. Some industrious youngster would have made a way in. Raul would have done so himself, had he figured he could without being caught. Back when he lived here, men still worked the heap, and a slice in the fence would have been investigated.
There it was—someone had been clever and realized that if the fence looked cut it would get fixed. So, the kid had cut along one of the poles and across a few inches, making a doorway. Then they tied it shut with wire. He undid the twisted wire, looking one last time to see if anyone was interested. He slipped through then redid the ties.
He was walking on weed-choked dirt now, dirt that slowly became pebbled with the gray-black of slag. Weeds tried to grow in it, but farther in they mostly disappeared. He found what looked like the old path and picked his way up.
* * * *Sabin hated digging. but he did it, though slowly, realizing that perhaps this body was reaching the end of its usefulness.
He pushed the dirt away from the shroud, ripped it open. Eyes glowed in the dark.
"Now,” he said reasonably. “Are you ready to be a good girl?"
* * * *"It's not here,” Libby said, surveying with disappointment a clearing that looked nothing special in the dark.
"It was a good guess,” Dashiel offered.
Alex looked at the trees, at their dark, naked branches spreading up towards the electric blue of the sky above. The moon was cracking the horizon, a brilliant neon moon a color he had only ever seen in Libby's eyes.
Her eyes glowed as bright as headlamps, but rather than being disturbed because she had glowing orbs, he was disturbed over what they meant. He brushed his hand along her arm, and when he reached her elbow he pulled her to him. A kiss, he thought, in this last moment of silence before the battle.
But when his lips brushed hers, she pulled away.
"I'm married,” she said.
"I'm outta here,” Dashiel said.
Alex thought about this for a moment, remembering something being mentioned about it earlier. “Do you love him?"
"God! No!"
"Then why are you telling me? Do you feel guilty over ... what we did? Are you about to dump me? What?"
She chewed her lip. “I don't know. I got afraid ... I mean, Sabin's sort of mentioned it, but if he does again, and you ... I mean, I wanted you to hear it from me, that's all."
He gently took an elbow in each hand and brought her close again. He looked into her eyes. They were very bright now, with the moon rising, and it was like looking directly into the sun, but he did it.
"Look, I...” He paused. “Libby, I don't know what's going to happen, after tonight, but I meant what I said."
She smiled. “It's not after tonight I'm worried about, really.” Then she sobered. “I know it's going to be ... different, isn't it?” She stood up on her toes, and they met each other halfway, and kissed under the newly risen sapphire moon. “I'm glad I seduced you when I had the chance,” she whispered, pulling away much more gently this time. “I love you, too.” She turned and started back up the path.
It was then that the land ruptured, and the orchard was ripped in half. Alex grabbed her, pulling her away from the edge of the gash that formed just where Libby had been standing a moment before. Libby crept forward again, and Alex grabbed her waistband.
"Flash flood,” was all he said, yanking her to safety as a tide of gold-and-green light swept through, splashing the trees and rocks, making a hissing sound where it hit. Alex pressed her face to his chest and kept his own turned away.
* * * *Libby felt Alex jump as something hit him, the roar of the tide almost impossible to talk over. After a moment it faded, and she turned around. Gold-and-green ran like a calm river and glowed, outlining the trees. She looked at a rock and saw it was seared, dribbling a black, sparkling ooze from its wound.
Alex spat on the back of his hand and wiped it on his pants.
"Are you all right?” she asked, grabbing the hand carefully.
He tried to pull away, muttering that it was okay, really.
"I want to see if you need a bandage or something. You won't get one on your own."
The mark on his hand was diamond-shaped, as if his skin was just paint wiped off to reveal coppery-brown scales beneath.
"That's weird,” she said.
"That's magic.” He ripped his hand away. “Pure, unadulterated magic. It does weird things."
"Wow,” Dashiel remarked, looking at the green-and-at-the-same-time-gold flowing water. “So, that's what it looks like."
"It looks like all sorts of things,” Alex said. “Sometimes it's purple or black, sometimes it looks like fire or wind. That's just what this type of magic looks like.” He shrugged, and stood then held his uninjured hand out to Libby. “I think we'd better start walking."
She looked at him, understanding at last. “This magic is going to where the Stone is. If we follow it, we'll find the Stone."
Alex nodded.
"This way, then,” Dashiel said. “Let's try and save the mushy stuff for the ending, okay?"
* * * *The dog took point, and Alex slowed down to let Libby walk in front of him. To his surprise, he felt her fingers cur* * * *oosely around his. He tightened his grip a little so she would not slip way too easily, and she smiled as she picked her way along beside the river of magic.
* * * *Zorovin watched the blue moon rise, standing on the roof of the tallest building he could find. He was resigned, knowing that when a blue moon came a few weird things happened. Magic was stronger in the air, but that was all.
He could feel the Merlin Stone, and knew that its magic would strengthen the influence of the moon. He looked at the book he'd been reading, painfully making out the words. With the loss of light, he gave it up and waited for the inevitable.
He decided that as a human he was a complete failure. He thought of Sierra, and his poor handling of her. She had seemed, sometimes, like a dragon herself, a calm, cold intellect bent towards one goal. He was not sure that her plans would grant her desires, but he supposed it was better that she try than do nothing at all. He rather hoped she succeeded. Perhaps he would visit her on the other side.
He shook his head. More failures heaped upon him. He could not think around being human to do the tasks he should have accomplished. The Merlin Stone should never have gotten taken; he should have found his son immediately upon his arrival, not fooled around with the witch woman just because she was different and reminded him of things he'd lost long ago. He looked over his shoulder to where her house lay beyond distant trees and wondered what she was doing.
I need to find my son, he thought. I need to be a dragon again. He felt something in the air then, a thickening; and all the noise seemed to disappear. Even cars and refrigerators seemed to hold their breath in anticipation.
When the ley lines exploded and filled with magic, he raised his arms and welcomed the change. A moment later, there was nothing to prove he had been there, save for a worn paperback with a dragon holding a woman in its claws on the cover.
* * * *Sierra studied the river. She would look at it, then at the boat, then at the river again.
Zorovin was out there somewhere, looking for his son. Libby had the Merlin Stone in her keeping, and Sabin was close to his own goals.
She had not thought that Sabin would get this far when he first caught up with her. Just play dumb, she'd decided, and try not to be alone with him.
She pulled the cloth off the boat. The black feathers melted to shadow, the mirrors and crystals glittered like blue jewels.
She'd thought, when “Rita” had died, when her husband had committed suicide, that her responsibilities were done. With Rita's death, Sierra's connections to her family were gone. She shook her head at this thought. Libby...?
She held her hand over the gold stream. It was calming now. She slid the boat partway over the bank then got in, keeping her weight to the back. She pushed away, and the boat slid down into the ley river like a dream. She attached the oak pole to the back and began to punt down the river of magic, the pole waving gently back and forth under her hand like a goldfish tail.
I have waited for this moment. Ever since Sabin's tales of the other world had awakened the hunger for it, ever since she'd read her first book and found that it was all possible. Ever since she'd done her calculations and realized that a blue moon—a real blue moon—was likely to occur in her lifetime.
Libby could take care of herself. It wasn't as if she was alone—she had Zorovin's son.
Zorovin. His name was like a sigh in her head. She turned away from it, turned away from Libby, and felt the caress of magic running along her soul. She took care to avoid the red stuff her boat seemed to churn up from the bottom, dipping her hand in and bringing a palmful of warm pale gold into her boat. She struggled to remember what gold meant. Gold was light, she thought, a torch to light the way in the darkness. It illuminated, it showed the true forms of things.
She blew on it. The ripples were small, lazy, for the stuff was thicker than water. She rolled it from one palm to another, and it moved sluggishly. It was warm, and it smelled clean and crisp.
Libby. Zorovin.
"Enlighten me,” she said, and drank.
Warmth moved through her. Her stomach rolled, seemed to twist itself in knots when the liquid entered. She lay down on the velvet and closed her eyes, concentrating on keeping the magic inside.
She could feel it radiating outwards, warming her stomach lining. She sat up, and waved her hand at the pole. It turned with a new eddy in the current, one that led to the edge of the river. Her stomach burned, but she could see things with a clarity that was almost painful. Her decisions were stripped of excuses and guilt, and she saw what she most desired to do laid out before her, what she had to do. She was vaguely surprised it had never occurred to her before.
The boat docked itself with a soft bump, and she stepped out onto the grass. Strange misty ghosts flittered around her, then scattered as if taken by a chance wind. A batch of orchids had sprung up around the base of a tree, and they hummed a strange, moaning song, more dirge than melody. She patted the boat.
"Stay,” she whispered, feeling regret at leaving it behind.
If she called Zorovin he would come, but he might leave Libby to do so. No, it was best to try and find them herself. She felt for them, using logic—they would go wherever they had to for that damn Stone—and emotion. She felt a small tug to her left and began to make her way through the woods.
Behind her, the ghosts returned to the boat, playing tag around it. It shook free of the tuft of mud and grass that had held it and drifted free, the giggles of mischievous spirits following it on the breeze.


Chapter Twenty-five"It's begun,” the Black Queen whispered to the wind as she clung to her perch on the back of Emorroris-seps. The world had opened up, had bloomed in chaos and destruction. The rivers that spread out beneath her were like so many melted rainbows, pooling and swirling towards one central place. The nexus of the ley lines.
She ordered the Seps to land, and it did so unwillingly, slamming down hard enough to nearly knock her from her perch. She gathered power from the air—she could now, for it floated like a mist all around—and shot a bolt of pure pain through its tiny brain. It screeched and bowed, then took her reverently in its clawed hand.
The nexus—it deserved capital letters, she thought. The NEXUS was a small island where once a huge pile of slag and debris from coal mining had stood. Some of the slag was still there, along with tiny bits of coal, and the surfaces where a little oil still clung glistened like black opal.
"Mother. I wondered where you'd gone off to."
"I had business,” she said. She tapped the creature, and it lowered one paw to the ground. The box. The Stone. The future.
Sabin took it with shaking hands and opened it.
"It's beautiful, Momma. It's what I've always dreamed of."
She reached out and brushed his hair with a fond hand. “Soon, my pet, we'll rule the worlds. The world of magic will collide with this one, and we will subjugate what is left.” She smiled. “We shall rule with cruelty and terror. No one will stand against us. They will be sorry they forgot me. I shall take my name back up again, and brand it into their flesh, into their souls.” She took her hand back to clutch the other, trembling, against her stomach.
Sabin came close.
"They have taken your name from me, as well. Please, Mother, whisper it to me so I can call you by it again."
She shook her head. “Not yet. Soon."
The truth was, so great was the spell even she did not remember her name, but that was not something she needed to tell anyone. Not even her son, who leaned against her shoulder and clutched the Stone against his heart.
"I need a palace,” she said.
Sabin smiled. “Right on the Nexus."
She nodded, and they took the magic in their hands and went to work.
* * * *Libby thought this was probably going to be the best part of the night. She was tiring, because she wasn't used to walking quite this much, but she had her hand in Alex's and she felt like he was lending her some strength. Certainly, his own long-legged strides did not tire.
Dashiel walked ahead, sniffing the air, the ground, listening for any hint that someone might be approaching.
Alex said, “The world is reverting to the way it was, because it has to make room for the presence of magic again."
After that, no one spoke. They proceeded with more caution and listened, and stared out at the weird, and at the wonder that the world was becoming.
Libby saw willows glowing in the darkness, their long fronds lavender and pale pink, floating on the wind like fine filament. She heard laughter in the woods, and looked behind her. Pale ghosts giggled and played tag among the trees, flickering in and out of existence, barely human in shape. She watched them until the small group turned a corner and out of her view.
There was a sound like bells in the air, and a butterfly as small as a thimble and glowing like a dark blue jewe* * * *anded on Libby's hand.
"Oh, how pretty!” she whispered.
Alex swatted at it, and missed. It flew away, ringing sweetly.
"Why did you do that?” she demanded, annoyed, until Alex pointed at her hand. Two tiny red beads of blood stood out on the skin. He offered her a handkerchief from his jeans pocket.
"Spit on it,” he said, “and use it to clean your wounds. The butterflies are slightly poisonous."
"I thought all these things were in the other world,” she said, doing as he instructed. “I mean, what are these things doing here now? The planets aren't together."
Dashiel answered. “Going was sort of voluntary. The majority of beings went because it was the only way they could continue their lives with little change. Some of them went along naturally, but those things that were sleeping, or absolutely did not want to go, or were lying in cocoons, not yet even born, those things didn't get taken."
Alex nodded. “And now, with the return of magic, these dormant things awaken."
Libby looked back to where the ghosts played, and shuddered. What else lay beneath the surface, opening its eyes, shedding sleep, ready to break out into the world?
Dashiel stopped. “Someone's coming,” he murmured.
There was no noise other than a voice in the darkness.
"There you are, Tor'Vanith. I hope you have a reasonable excuse for tarrying so long when there is work to be done."
"Father?” Alex said, and a man came out of the shadows.
Libby looked at the newcomer, tall with pure-white hair and silver eyes, and back to Alex. They were of a height, and though Alex's—Tor'Vanith's?—colors were warmer, she could tell that they were father and son.
"Pleased to meet you, sir,” Libby said.
He flickered silver eyes towards her.
"Zorovin,” he said. He tilted his head, and gazed at his child.
"No,” Alex said.
"Ah. Just as well.” Zorovin straightened his long black coat. “The Stone is no longer in your possession?"
"No, it is not,” Libby replied, with more anger than she'd meant to. It pissed her off, irrationally, to have someone ask her about it. It was her responsibility, and she felt annoyed and guilty that she had lost it. She did not need to have someone coming in this late in the game and judging her.
The man looked at her with cool eyes. “I am sure it could not have been helped."
She looked away.
"It is a small matter,” the pale man continued. “But we must get it back."
"It is not a small matter,” she said through clenched teeth. Her face burned, and she wanted to shut up, but she couldn't seem to. What did Alex's father think of her carelessly losing the Stone? It was certainly not the first impression she might have hoped for.
"No,” Zorovin said carefully, as if he could read her thoughts, “it is not. But nothing can be gained with recriminations."
She looked at him and forced herself to relax. “Of course. You're right. I apologize."
He shrugged. “For what?” Turning to his son, he said, “They have created a castle where the rivers meet. I think they intend to use the magic at the meeting point to trigger the Stone."
"Is it completely surrounded?” Libby asked. “Is there anywhere we can get in?"
"Perhaps,” he said, measuredly. “But first, I need to borrow my son to run an errand. If you continue downstream, we'll meet you there."
"Wait,” Alex said. “I don't want to leave her alone."
"We need to speak,” his father insisted in a voice that would brook no argument. “Dashiel?” He looked to Dashiel for confirmation, and the dog nodded. “Dashiel will guard her well on the trip down. And...” He stepped closer to her, pressing his hands over her eyes. She closed them as his skin, warm and papery dry, touched them. “I knew there was magic in your eyes,” Zorovin said. “You have been bound with the Merlin Stone, in your own way—your eyes are the proof that you have the power to do what needs to be done to protect you.
"It is said that the Lady of the Lake bound the chest with the last of her own powers, so that whoever ended up with the Stone would be able to guard it.” He released her and looked at his son. “She does not really need you, at least, not yet. Her powers will guide her."
"Why walk when you can float?” a blond woman asked, emerging from the shadows.
"Who are you?” Libby asked.
"Don't you recognize me?” The blonde smiled broadly.
"I am afraid that this woman is your sister,” Zorovin said.
"Afraid?” The blonde frowned. “I'm hurt, really, by the implications of that.” She shrugged and held out her hand. “I'm Sierra now, anyway, but if you come with me, I'll explain on the way."
Libby took her hand, expecting to feel a connection, a reorganization in her spirit or heart, but she didn't.
"I don't know...” Alex said.
"It's alright, Alex. Dashiel will come with me. I'm curious, and we can make our way faster.” She smiled at him and started away. “I'll see you soon,” she said as followed the woman into the darkness.
* * * *Alex turned. “I won't change back,” he said, hoping Libby was far away enough not to hear him. “There's no reason why I can't stay here, and if I keep this form, it'll be easy."
"You are a fool,” Zorovin said bitterly. “Do you think she'll love you if you stay? Do you think when this is over that you'll be more to her than a player in a horrible nightmare? You are my heir. When I die, and God truly forbid in light of your pretty speech that it isn't tonight, you will rule."
"Surely, you've already taken care of that, since you've had no reason to believe that I still lived. I love her, and I will stay, and see if she'll have me."
Zorovin stared at him for one long, bitter minute then shook his head. “I will make you a deal,” he said. “Stay in human form. Do not give in to the temptation to change back to your true self, and you may attempt to live a happy life with Libby. But become a dragon this night, and a dragon you will stay."
Alex nodded. “Agreed."
"Come, then. You may cling to my claws as you did when a child.” Zorovin smiled a little, as if enjoying the memory of his only living child in his hands, and turned away.
* * * *Rita had sat quietly for an hour, thinking. after her latest resurrection, her thoughts even more clouded than before. Who was she? Rita? Cathy? Was she anyone at all? She walked around the cell Sabin had brought her to, calling her a tool too valuable to leave unattended. She hated him, hated him with a deep and dark passion that faded when he came near. A spell, she realized. He had some sort of spell over her that strengthened with his presence.
She looked longingly at the thin mattress that covered the black and gritty floor. She could not sit on it, because she didn't want to be in the middle of the pool of light that covered the center of the chamber and focused on the bed. Instead she curled up in one of the shadows, wondering what she should do.
She heard steps in the hallway outside and ran back to the bed to lie down.
* * * *He had to get hold of himself.
Raul hid in a small room of the castle, hoping to God he hadn't trapped himself, trying to avoid being seen by the black ghosts and small, chittery mutant things that seemed to follow the ghosts everywhere.
He decided that climbing the slag heap was one of the stupidest moves he'd ever made in his life. He ran his hand along the wall. The castle's stones reflected their origins. They were mostly a dirty black, but in some places, they reflected the eerie cobalt rays of the moon and revealed poison-colored rainbows along the surface of the stone.
Okay. Let's think. He knew who he was. He was thinking rationally, even if the things that surrounded him were exactly the opposite. He had to trust himself, to believe that even though the world was going crazy around him, he, Raul, was essentially as sane as ever.
Alright. So, if I'm as sane as ever, then the things that are happening—the huge red butterflies, the glowing rivers, the ugly slag heap castle—they're all real.
At that his mind balked a little, but he pressed on.
So, I need to get hold of myself. I need to find the people I care for and make sure they're safe. He grinned a little. He couldn't wait to ask Sierra if what was happening now was magic enough for her.
He thought he heard a sound outside in the corridor, so he sat down in the corner on the same side as the door hinges. He drew his knees up, put his head down and hoped his black hair, black jeans and the dark green of his T-shirt would meld into the shadow.
The door did not open, and the sound passed by. The floor of the room still felt gritty. He dug his fingers into the floor, shoveling aside some of the cinders and rock. The hole sealed itself up again almost immediately.
Sierra had warned him, he realized, in her own way. Ironically, she'd urged him to go right into trouble.
He stood up, brushed off his pants. He needed to get off this island. He grabbed his telescope and checked the corridor. All right, then, he thought, let's move on.
The floor crunched as he moved, so he decided to rely on speed more than silence. He looked out every window he came to, hoping to see a bridge or a ferry across the glowing pool. He had no desire to try to swim across. It looked like some sort of nuclear or chemical waste. He nodded, pleased. There was a rational explanation for everything. He grinned, thinking about the hard time the government would have covering this up.
"There you are,” a soft, feminine voice said from behind him. He whirled, intending to use the telescope as a club.
There was a flare of yellow light that curled up into a ball and floated next to her head. Her hair looked like copper in the light, and she was, from her leather tunic to her exotic features, every fantasy role-player's dream date.
He smiled at her.
"There is no help for it,” she said. “You are going to have to be our prisoner.” The smile faded, and she held up a hand. “Look, there's a young woman in one of the cells. She's hurt. If you come along quietly, tomorrow morning you'll be let free and everything will be fine. If you don't, you might very well get away.” Her face turned regretful, “But the woman will die, for I have no idea how to help her.” She shrugged. “We're not the same race, you and I. I might kill her by accident."
He lowered the telescope. To listen to her was complete stupidity. There was very likely no woman at all. He would follow this elf to his own doom. Yet he couldn't turn his back on someone who might need his help. If he left, if, indeed, he was able to get away, he would always worry that he had left some innocent to die.
He nodded, and she turned on her heel
"Follow me."
He did as he was bid, following her down passages that refined into hallways. The floor changed into the glossy, smooth black of obsidian; the walls straightened and took on the look of polished marble. Gold sconces—elaborate twistings he realized were humanoid figures tangled in thorns, twisted and tortured, their arms outstretched to hold one, sometimes two glowing rocks. The rocks provided a cold yellow light that chilled rather than warmed. He had a feeling the light would not reveal monsters, but rather would hide them in shadows.
The hallway widened, and he walked out of it and into a hall of glass. The glowing waters shimmered behind the walls, dripped though holes in the ceiling to be caught in elegant glasses shaped like lilies. There were fountains on both sides with sculpted faces of animals and people. Each one bore a tormented expression. The water ran from their screaming mouths or streamed from empty eyes into basins that never overflowed.
The woman paused to pick up a lily-shaped glass brimming with green, pulsing waters. She offered it to him, and smiled when he smiled politely and backed away, shaking his head. She drank deeply before replacing it on the floor. She licked her lips, and her hair seemed to shimmer; her skin glowed for a moment before it faded away.
"Nothing like it,” she said. “Pity it would kill you."
"Actually, I'm not all that disappointed."
She beckoned him on with a graceful hand, and proceeded down another hall. The light faded again, the walls grew rough and the floor crumbly by the time she stopped again.
She gave him a slight bow as the door opened. “Your room, sir."
He swallowed then peered inside. The room was black and barren, except for a mattress in a pool of light. A woman lay on it, her eyes glowing green, her hair a deep, dull red. He went in, and the door shut behind him.
He knelt beside her. “Are you okay? The woman said you were hurt."
She stared at him blankly then turned her head away. There was but one blanket, folded up in the corner, and the cell was unbearably cold. He grabbed the blanket and shook it out.
"I'm not going to hurt you,” he said. “You'll be safe, but we're going to have to share this blanket, okay?"
She had closed those wounded, eerie eyes but made no other movements. He looked down at her, so helpless looking, and stretched out beside her. He wrapped the blanket carefully around them both. He took her in his arms when he felt how cold she was and tried to use his own body heat to warm her.
"It'll be all right,” he said, but he didn't believe it.


Chapter Twenty-six"And that's it?” Libby asked.
"Yeah."
When they reached the river bank, Sierra had put her hands out over the flowing magic. The boat had come to her, and they'd gotten in. Now they were floating down the river, and Libby couldn't decide which was madder, a boat made out of what looked to be secondhand Las Vegas showgirl costumes or this woman saying that she was really Rita.
Sierra seemed to sense her thoughts. She steered the boat around the bend, and said “Hey, I'll tell you some more great tales of our childhood if you don't believe me."
"You sound so sarcastic, when you say that. As far as I could see, you did have a great childhood."
Sierra snorted. “Yeah, except for the constant comparisons to Saint Elizabeth."
"Oh, come on! You got away with murder!"
"I wish! I was always being asked, ‘Why can't you act more like your sister? She never gets into trouble. We never worry about her.’”
Libby laughed. Yes, this was the Rita she knew. “Same here! Except it was more, ‘Why can't you be more like your sister? She's so smart and vibrant. You shouldn't be jealous of her.’”
Sierra laughed. “That's awful!"
"No,” Libby said, “what's awful is that you totally turned your back on all of us. Do you know how terrible it was, for them to suffer through the death of their child? For me to mourn my sister? I can't go home, because Mom remembers what happened to you, where you were found. Our parents can't stand to look at me."
"It's your eyes they can't stand, Libby. Not just the fact they used to be brown, but the fact they're so old. And how do you think I'd carry off the explanation of my new face? Especially when they buried my dead body? Tell me what you think I should have done?"
"Well, you could have at least contacted me."
"Yeah, I'm so sure you would have believed me. ‘Hey, sis? I know I'm a couple inches taller and blond, and I have a bigger nose than I used to, but, hell, yeah, it's me. Oh, the body in the tub? Well, that ... ‘"
"If you had given me some sort of heads-up, I wouldn't have married Sabin!"
"Oh, come on. A girl who marries a guy she dumped for balling her sister is asking for trouble. How long did the marriage last?"
Libby sighed. “Six months."
"When I found out, I could have hit ya upside the head, I really could have."
"Well, you still could have told me."
Dashiel looked up at the heavens. “God, why didn't I get to go with the dragons?"
Libby sat back on the blue velvet mattress that lined the bottom of the boat. It wasn't comfortable. The boat was narrow, and black pinfeathers stuck through the cloth with a sharp jab just often enough to surprise anyone who dared try and sit comfortably. Dashiel leaned against her, looking out onto the magic river. He seemed to believe Sierra as well, she thought, judging from his easy behavior.
The magic that flowed from the west was red, redder than blood or roses, a red that had its own life, its own vibrancy. It was the red her sister's hair had been when she was still of Libby's own flesh. It melded and braided with the green and gold, swirling in and out like a ribbon. She reached over it then recoiled violently. The gold had felt warm, like the sun, the green had felt cool, like life. This felt...?
"It is both death and life intertwined,” Sierra said. She insisted on being called Sierra instead of Rita, saying that, while the soul was the same, the heart was different. “It is what Sabin used to rejuvenate the dead. If you touch it, you will die, but if I put your dead body into it, you will live again."
"But will I be alive?” Libby asked.
"I don't know. I wonder that all the time. Do I live? And if I live, can I still be redeemed?"
"None of it matters,” Dashiel said quietly. “You should do what the dogs do. Abide. Wait, live and abide."
Libby giggled then, sobering: “That's not much of a life."
"Perhaps not by your standards,” Dashiel said. Then, he smiled, mouth open and all teeth. “But I was certainly happy."
Libby hugged him fiercely. “I hope you always talk!"
His laugh was a pleasurable growl she could feel in her breastbone. She hugged him fiercely and watched the land pass by, her eyes filled with horrors and wonders as they drifted toward the nexus.
* * * *The dragons headed north, where purple magic mixed with white, flowing from a starting place in the Laurel Highlands. Alex sat in a seat made from his father's laced hands holding on to the ridge of bone that came down his father's breast. A town sparkled along the hill to his left, all orange and white and green lights laid out like jewels.
"Don't you miss this?” his father's voice whispered in his head.
To say no would be a lie. He could feel Zorovin's muscles work as his wings pushed them forward across the world. He counted the wingbeats in time with his own pulse, and knew there was a magic to owning the sky.
There is a magic in everything, he reminded himself. He'd pushed away his connections to his past because he was afraid of feeling pain, but if you were willing to sacrifice for something, you might as well know the worth of it. He did, now, reminded of the good things in his life.
But he had loved her the moment he saw her, in that building, the night he first saved her. Perhaps he had loved her before then, because he certainly didn't have to go on the mission. Dragons wiser than he had volunteered to go. But he had insisted, and said the right words to convince his father.
So, he was here, in this strange, magicless world that was all too fantastical in its own way.
"Below ... there. We need some of the magic from the deepest purple part."
"Yes, Father."
Zorovin swooped low, and Alex jumped down. He waded into the stream, aiming for below the heart of the purple magic's flow, and cupped his hands in it. It wanted to transform him, make him into something other. Resisting it with a will, forming the magic into a cube and held it over his head as he carefully worked his way back to the bank.
Zorobin arched his neck to look at the block of magic his son had wrought. “I see you have not lost your touch. Now, let us go and meet your beloved."
Alex looked at him, trying to decide if there was sarcasm in his tone. He could detect none, and climbed back in among the talons, eager to see Libby again.
* * * *Sierra looked up. “About time you got your scaly ass back here."
Libby looked up but saw nothing.
"Oh, shit ... I mean, Look over there, Libby!” She pointed to the opposite bank while, behind them, the dragon landed and changed.
"What?"
"There's nothing there. I guess I was mistaken.” Sierra pushed on the pole, aiming the boat back to shore.
Libby spotted Alex and his father, and her heart lifted a little. “You're just jumpy,” she said, then called to shore. “Hey, Alex! I'm glad you're back safe."
Alex carried a largish purple box that glowed dully. His face looked a little strained, as if he were in pain. Sierra reached for the box, and he handed it to her. Her expression was one of absolute awe.
"This is pure magic,” she whispered.
"It is dangerous,” Zorovin cautioned, “Without the balancing magic it flows with, it is chaos, and the end of things."
Libby flicked a hand towards the red river. “I thought the red stuff over there was death."
Zorovin nodded. “It is."
"Death,” Sierra said, her eyes full of the purple thing she held, “is not an end."
"If all else fails, take it and put it over the Merlin Stone. It will contain it, perhaps even destroy it."
Libby reached out to it. She expected cold. What she got was nothing. Not as in she didn't have any reactions to the feel of it but a nothingness so vast it encompassed everything. The nothing that causes despair before it numbs you completely. She felt adrift in the dark spaces between the stars, all silence and blackness and lack of hope. She ripped her hand away. The boat swayed as Alex climbed into it. She grabbed him, as if helping him to steady himself, but really to touch him, to feel something alive.
"The stone will be at the nexus of the rivers,” Zorovin said. “I will fl ... scout ahead."
* * * *They sat silent a long time, drifting down the river. Libby kept her hand in Alex's, and no one spoke. The magic's influence increased as the moon crept away from the horizon. Libby thought she heard a horn blowing in the trees, and later, a man on horseback, a rack of antlers decorating his helmet, charged to the river's edge and stared after them with red eyes.
The current picked up, so Sierra took in the pole she'd been using to steer the canoe. She now sat with her legs gathered up, staring with awe at the world around them. Alex put his arm around Libby's shoulders, and she sank into his warmth. Dashiel watched everything.
"Look,” he said. “Up ahead."
The river had taken another turn, and now began to slope downward. They could see a crater, the three rivers of magic flowed into it, swirling around the island set in its center.
"It drops down,” Alex said, looking around wildly.
"Like a fucking waterfall!” Sierra said. She looked up at the sky. “Nice warning!"
"Don't blame God!” Libby said, misunderstanding. “We want Him to get us out of this."
Sierra began using her pole again, trying to force the canoe to the bank. Alex reached out and grabbed a branch. The canoe rocked, and Libby threw herself in the opposite direction, hoping to balance things out. The branch snapped, and he tried for a thicker one. Small branches and weeds slapped at his arm, a long cut formed along his wrist.
He managed to catch hold of a promising length of wood, and the boat twisted hard against the current. Slowly, he hauled them a little closer to the bank, but the branch seemed to be giving. Sierra grabbed an oar from under the cushion and tried to backpaddle enough to help him. Libby knelt, wrapped her arms around his waist and hoped her weight was enough to keep him anchored in the boat.
A vine, bloated and sickly green, lapped at the blood on his arm like a tongue.
"Alex!” Libby shouted.
"I know.” He watched it. “Come on,” he whispered.
As if in response, the vine wrapped around his arm with an audible snap. He clenched his teeth.
"Okay, we're anchored,” he said.
"You're in pain,” Libby whispered.
"It's the only thing holding us."
"We're nowhere near the bank,” Dashiel noted. “And while Libby might survive plunging her hands in that red stuff, I'm not sure the rest of us could."
"There's part of a fallen tree. It's pretty thick, and it gets better as it goes along. I think we can use it,” Alex said. “Dashiel, try climbing over me."
"Aye-aye, but I think you're nuts."
"Just do it,” he said, reaching with his other hand to get a better grip. The vine was trembling, and it made soft slurping sounds. Alex closed his eyes, and Dashiel clambered over him and onto the branch.
"Hey, I think I could help pull someone up, if they wanted to come,” the dog announced.
"You go,” Libby told Sierra.
"My boat,” Sierra said, and she was crying. “I worked so damn hard on it, I don't want to leave it."
"Go! I'm not losing you a second time, and with all of us off, the boat might well survive going over."
"You think?"
"Totally,” Alex said in a strained voice. “Why do you think they send barrels over Niagara Falls?"
She put her foot on his waist and crawled up his back.
"Dashiel made this look so easy,” she said as she tried to balance on the narrow end of the branch. “I've made it,” she said a couple seconds later.
"Okay, Libby,” Alex said, “climb on."
"Okay,” she said. “I'm just trying to hold on to this block.” She put her knee on his back, holding the block under her arm. Then, she reached up and placed her hand on his shoulder. She winced, because she could feel his bones, hard but somehow frail as well, under his skin.
* * * *He felt her knee on his back. He swallowed, wishing that she would hurry.
"Okay,” she whispered as she put her hand on his shoulder, and then, “Oh, shit!"
He looked and saw the purple magic fall back onto the mattress.
Her weight left him.
"Forget it,” he said through gritted teeth. The pain of the vine was nearly unbearable. Also, he knew it could not drink much more. It was too small, and when it stopped, it would let go.
"We need it,” she said, picking the block up.
"We don't have time,” he argued. He looked up.
Sierra had crawled back out to see what was going on. “Throw it to me,” she yelled.
The vine wiggled and seemed to sigh happily. It let go. Just then, the part of the branch he was holding onto with his right hand broke. He scrambled for purchase, and Sierra grabbed his arm. He lost his balance as the second branch he'd been holding gave away, and he fell from the boat. Sierra hauled with all her weight, and he dangled above the magic river, trying to find a hold.
"The boat!” He reached, trying to catch it again with his foot. He felt Libby's hand on his ankle before she was yanked away.
"Libby!” Sierra shrieked.
He clambered up on the dead tree and down to the ground. He ran, but the canoe went faster, caught in the current. She was on her knees, facing him, holding the glowing purple cylinder.
"Alex,” she whispered, and he heard it, and tried to run faster.
She raised a hand. For a moment, he thought she was reaching out to him, but then he realized she was waving goodbye.
The boat went over the edge. He came to the cliff edge a second later. He didn"t hesitate. He jumped.
He saw her, as he fell. Her face was buried in the mattress. She clung to the boat and to the congealed magic desperately, her only hope to hold on tight and pray.
Remember, he ordered himself as he stretched out his arms. Remember this life, remember how this all felt, remember this love...?
He enclosed her and the boat in his talons and swooped up, wings pumping hard, unused to the exertion of flight. He searched for the dog and the wizard woman below, and he flew toward them, knowing they needed to see she was alright.
It all looks so different, he thought. It was as if a veil had been lifted from his senses, and he could see so much farther, taste the wind and know what it said. He could see her, feel the tentative touch of her tiny hand on his scales, feel her heartbeat.
If you become a dragon tonight, his father had said, you will be one forever. He wished that becoming a dragon again had dulled his emotions, but it had not. He loved her as keenly as ever, and with more desperation.
He placed the boat on the ground with care. She jumped out of it, abandoning the hard-won magic in the bottom.
"Alex? Is that you? Are you alright?” She ran up to him, but he couldn't look at her face. If she was repulsed or disappointed, he didn't want to see.
He backed away, wanted to hide in the trees. She did love him. Knowing that, and knowing his promise, and knowing his place in the world did not make any of it feel better.
He took flight again. Love is not a thing for dragons, he reminded himself, and willed his dragoness—his soul—to heal the cracks in his heart and cover them over. Bury it, he commanded, bury this forever.
* * * *Libby watched him go.
"He's so beautiful,” she whispered.
His scales were copper and warm brown, the fine wings had reddish-gold in them. He sparkled, and moved with a predatory grace that inspired awe. She was crying, and she didn't understand why. Hadn't the hero saved her in the nick of time? Wasn't the man she loved still beautiful and wonderful? And strong. God, he looked strong enough to take on Sabin, to take on all the evil in the world.
The world. Which world did he belong to? She understood now. She was crying because he didn't belong here. Because he hadn't been home for ages, and now that he knew who he was and where his friends and family were, he wouldn't want to stay. It wouldn't be fair to ask.
She looked around, half-hoping that Sierra and Dashiel were nearby, but she was alone. She wiped the tears off her face and wondered what she should do.
To the castle, she thought, and pray everyone catches up.
* * * *—Father, Alex called.
—Here, he heard distantly. Where the blue magic comes in.
He wheeled, and turned.
—Nice warning, he complained, echoing Sierra's earlier sentiments.
—I am old, Zorovin said. I do not react quickly. Now, come and see.
He landed silently, and went to his father's side. The huge black dragon studied the island. The magic was separating itself again, going into caverns carved out of the rock. There was no purple magic anywhere in sight.
—'Tis where she means to rule, I think.
The castle dominated the island; it looked like a very nasty child's idea of a fairytale castle. It was black, except for an oily sheen that covered parts of it, forming scummy rainbows. The caverns the magic flowed into were gigantic ravenous mouths filled with sharp teeth. Tall towers leaned at odd angles. At the center, one rose higher than any, and flattened out at the top into a platform. There was a table in the center of it.
In the courtyard, the Shadow King's minions had gathered, joined by the occasional Terfa, their tall, tree-like forms unmistakable. They were setting up weapons along the walls.
"Catapults,” Zorovin hissed.
A pair of gremlins slowly raised a long spear with a nasty black serrated point. They worked it until they could slide it into the huge ballista next to the parapet wall.
"They know they will be fighting dragons.” Alex said.
* * * *In the confusion, Dashiel and Sierra had separated before they had agreed on a direction. So, now, she was alone, worrying a little about her sister, wondering where that dog had gone to, hoping she could come up with a good plan of action.
It seemed to take forever to get to the nexus of the rivers. When she arrived, she circled the area, trying to find a way the flow. Once, she hid while two black-haired men passed.
"Come on, Aïs,” the taller one hissed, “we have to hurry."
"I hate carrying these rocks,” the other sighed. “I can't believe we have to drag these things all over the place."
"They'll help us kill that monster Bronwyn awakened."
"We need back-up. A call to the ship, and they'll be here in no time."
"What does the ship care for us?” His tone was bitter. “We're land-tainted to them, barely worthy to be considered part of their exalted race. Plus after meeting Lady Bronwyn...” He snorted.
The one called Aïs took something from his pocket. “I have a calling flare. I stole it from Bronwyn when she first started to act funny. Let's use it. Let's call the Kindred from the seas. They have more knowledge of these things."
Yes. Sierra willed them to do it from her hiding place behind a fallen tree. Call them.
"No,” the taller one said, and he swatted his friend's hand. The calling flare, a silver canister with markings on the side, flew from his hand and rolled to where Sierra hid. “Aïs, we don't know. They could be as mad or evil as she is."
"She has to be a renegade,” Aïs argued. “And this snake thing ... it scares the shit out of me. How are just the two of us going to defeat it? What will we do with it if we do?"
"I'm sorry,” the taller one said. “I just don't want any more trouble."
Sierra saw it, shining in the light. She reached for it. It felt cold and smooth in her hand. There was a small loop at the bottom; the top was pointed.
"I better go find the flare,” Aïs said.
"Yeah. We don't want anyone stumbling across it. I'm sorry about, um..."
"Who cares?” the other said, rummaging through the brush.
Sierra thought for a moment. If the ship elves were the same she had read of, then they were an old and honorable group, well-versed in magic and its uses. We can use all the help we can get, she thought, and raised the cylinder.
She pulled the loop and watched as a thin lance of fire shot out the top. It grew and grew as it arched up to the sky then exploded. Purple and green sparks flooded the air, then turned to gold as they fell. She thought they might have formed a symbol but wasn't sure, being directly under it. She grinned at the pretty colors.
"Hesek!” the taller one said, and she did not need to know his language to understand it was a curse.
She backed away from them soundlessly. There must be a way across, she told herself, rather wishing she knew where her boat had ended up.
* * * *Rita opened her eyes. “I don't want to die."
Raul squeezed her gently. “You aren't going to. I'll protect you."
She sat up, pushing away the blanket. “I mean, I do want to die. Maybe. I don't know. I just want things to be as they should be. Peace would be nice, too."
He looked at her, confused.
She continued, speaking as if it were all simple. “I have been dead too long. My body may eventually recover from being dead, but my soul ... it's not here. The reason why I can't remember who I am isn't because of a spell or anything like that, it's because the part of me that made me a person is gone. My soul, my memories—I just have a few images floating around like ghosts in my head."
She raised her hands, picking at the skin around her nails. They were tinged an unhealthy blue, like the rest of her flesh.
"He said that this body would recover from being dead, but I don't think I believe it. I think it was too far decomposed, and it's only a matter of time before the magic fades away, and my fingers and toes will start falling off, and I'll trail dust in my wake like perfume.” She smiled sadly.
"Maybe not,” he said, putting an arm around her. “You certainly feel cold, but I think you've just gotten chilled.” He took the blanket off and wrapped her completely in it. “Whether you have memories or not, you're alive."
"Because he called me back.” Her voice was filled with such loathing and anger he backed away a couple of inches. “He called me to be a guide. I'll guide him, all right. I'll guide him to the gates of hell.” She stood. “Then I will go back to sleep."
He started to protest, but she shook her head.
"Being dead isn't so bad. It's warm, and peaceful. Sometimes I know I'll wake up and be in a much, much better world than this.” She nodded her head. “I will not let that evil bastard cheat me from my hopes of a better life. I'm dead. I will do what I can to remove his taint from the world, then I will lie back down and sleep until my God bids me wake again."
He shook his head, trying to rattle his mind into a sensible place. “If that's what you want. But, um, wait to be sure, you know? Think about it."
She smiled at him and held out her hand. He took it, and she pulled him to his feet. She was very strong.
"Come. We have to escape."
"I'm Raul,” he said. “What's your name? I can't go around saying ‘hey, you.’”
She thought about it for a time then shook her head. “'Hey, you’ is fine. I'm no one, really. I have no name it's my right to claim.” She went to the door and tested the latch.
"So, about your escape plan...” he encouraged.
"I've got it covered,” she said as she twisted the knob hard to the left then pushed. Metal protested and gave away. “See?"
* * * *Libby walked beside Dashiel, watching their footing. He had caught up with her, and now they were looking for Alex and his father.
"Flying's the best was to cross,” Dashiel said, and she had to agree.
Even this far from the river, the ground was known to give way. In a couple of places where the flow was high, magic had seeped under the surface. When she stepped on it, the magic oozed up. She jumped away, but now her left sole was substantially thinner, and she could feel every rock and bump through it.
She went back to the river once and stared into the gold-and-green stream.
"It's pretty,” Dashiel said, “but don't you think we ought to get going?"
"I need a weapon,” she answered. “A sword would be too big, and I have no idea how to use one, anyway.” She looked at her friend. “Do you think Alex knows how to use one?"
"Nah,” he said after a moment's thought. “I wouldn't trust him not to hurt himself. Besides, I somehow think he's covered."
"Hmm.” She knelt and reached her hand into the stream of magic. It was warm, and her fingers tingled, not unpleasantly. She concentrated, asking for a knife, preferably silver. She felt something—she wasn't sure if it formed in or floated into her hand, but she wrapped her fingers around it. She pulled a dagger from the current and held it in both hands; the magic flowed off her skin, leaving it dry and unmarked. The hilt was of green stone, and it rested in a silver sheath worked with a pattern of roses and set with pearls. It whispered as she pulled the blade. It was narrow, and only as long as her hand. She pointed it moonward, and the tip twinkled as if a tiny diamond were set in it. She smiled and slid the blade back home.
"Nice,” Dashiel said.
"I'm beginning to enjoy myself too much,” Libby confessed, putting the weapon in her jeans pocket then working the hilt up under her belt. “One more thing,” she muttered.
An eddy of brown magic had formed a pool a few feet down from her. She went to it and dipped her hands in, sculpting, weaving a sack to carry the purple magic. What she ended up with looked like a leather backpack.
Dashiel tilted his head. “There they are,” he said, pointing with his muzzle.
Libby stood and waved, magic dripping from her fingers, and Dashiel sighed. She blushed as she wiped her hands on her pants then pushed the purple magic into its new pack, and waited for them to land.
She joined them, and rested her hand on Alex's nose. His eyes were like faceted silver now, and his face was completely different, broad and sort of reptilian-raptor like, with shimmering scales and small spikes. Yet, somehow, she knew him. Would always know him.
"Thank you,” she said as he shuddered and pulled away. Perhaps, she thought sadly, now that he was a dragon, he did not find human girls attractive anymore.
* * * *The bridge was barely as wide as her hand, a narrow lip of stone that arched across the abyss. Sierra had seen a handful of Shadow people cross over using it, and realized that they could float, but only if they had something under them.
She waited to see if more Shadow people—or worse, their noisy, misshapen followers—were coming. The Shadow people seemed to be forming ranks on the hillside at the opposite end of the castle, and she wondered what they were waiting for. They carried only their light, fragile swords. The creatures had charge of other weapons, heavier things their masters would soon be able to use. Sierra remembered the stories she'd read about the Shadow kind, and shuddered.
Do I have the guts? she wondered as she neared the tiny span. Do I dare?
Her boots were good, flexible, new enough that the tread carved into the soles was still useful. She stepped on the bridge. Best foot forward, she thought, and swung the other foot around and placed her weight on it.
Maybe I should consider crawling across. She took another small, swaying step. She felt like a vertigo-stricken tightrope walker, and there was no net between her and the swirling, green-and-pale-brown magic pooled below.
Step. Breathe. She balanced carefully, praying she wouldn't slip. She looked up just once before quickly returning focus on her feet. The castle seemed so far away. The distance made her freeze. How was she going to make it? She must be crazy to even consider it.
You have no choice, she told herself fiercely. Step, now! She slowly lifted one foot and reached out with it, set it down then brought the other foot up too fast. She stubbed it on the edge of the pathway and felt herself falling. Panicked, she tried to regain her balance.
Cold hands caught her, twisted her around. It was Sabin. He pulled her against his chest and smiled at her with his sharp teeth.
"I've been waiting for you,” he said. He looked over his shoulder at the Shadow minions on the bridge behind him. “Pity they're not solid yet, eh?"
Unfortunately, the Terfa behind them were more than solid enough, and Sabin thrust her into their hands.
* * * *She was taken to a tower room. She paced it, studied every inch. It was perfectly circular, tiled with gray-black tiles. The walls were slick, and she could see herself there when she stood in front of the perfectly round window. The Shadow King's forces scrambled below, crawling over each other, fighting as they made their preparations. They were, she realized, amazingly unorganized. They fought over places to stand, they pushed each other's war machines out of the way as they sought the best position for their own.
She stared at the moon. She never thought it would be so blue; it painted everything with a bright sapphire brush. When it left, this castle would be gone, and with it all the wonder of magic.
Zorovin would be gone, too, she supposed. She leaned against the window frame, pressing the back of her hand to her eyes.
"Zorovin,” she whispered, with such keen longing the name took the form of a feather, black as night. The feather floated on the wind, skirting the lower towers and leaping the river on one large gust. It tumbled pinion over tip, joining clusters of leaves then turned against the wind, rolling sideways until it came to rest against the toe of a black boot.
A pale hand reached down and picked it up. Zorovin held it in front of his eyes for a long moment before frowning and putting it in his pocket.
"What is it?” his son asked.
"Nothing,” he said quietly. “We must get going."
But the feather haunted him. He kept being drawn to the highest tower of the castle, wanting to go there.
"I have to go see your sister,” he blurted.
"Which one?” Libby asked.
He frowned at her. “Sierra.” He strode away into the woods.
Alex held her back from following.
"It'll be all right,” he said, putting a comforting arm around her as a black form took to the sky and made for the castle.
* * * *Sierra sat on the floor under the window. The moonlight cast a perfect circle on the wall.
A small black shadow darted across the disk of light, and she jumped. A dragon not much larger than a loaf of bread landed on the floor in front her. It grew to the size of a large dog, and she turned away, because the sight of it growing, blurring the space around it, made her eyes feel itchy.
When she looked back, Zorovin crouched on the floor. He raised his head and looked at her with inscrutable eyes.
"Zorovin?” she whispered.
"You called, wizard woman?” His voice surrounded her. His coat was a patch of night with scales that sparkled like captured stars. “I was surprised you came back. I had thought perhaps you would be in your boat, floating down the ley lines until you reached the mythical portal that would take you to the other side."
She licked her lips.
"It's what the books promised,” she said. “But I thought about it, and realized my place was here, with my sister. And with you.” She ran her fingers through her hair. “I mean, you shouldn't let someone you love go to battle all by themselves."
He arched an eyebrow. “Your sister is not alone. She has my son to fight with her."
She swallowed, feeling a blush heat her cheeks, and murmured, “I meant you."
"Ah.” He sat down slowly and crossed his legs. He let the silence rest between them, and with each second she felt like she had made a greater mistake. Her cheeks flushed deeper, and she tried to think of how to get out of this.
"It is good that you decided to stay,” he said at length. “Even now, Sabin has your abandoned shell."
As he spoke, she also saw thoughts, his thoughts, in her head. It was odd, for his thoughts were cool and calm like a silver scalpel inserted into her mind. She saw the body she used to have, and shuddered when she saw the eyes.
"We cannot guess the purpose behind his obsession to use your old body, but we can assume he desires to use it to hurt you or your sister. So, it is time now for you to tell me exactly what happened. The truth."
She did not ask what he meant. After her confession of love this was the last thing she wanted to talk about. She complied, though, because he was not the kind to ask things for no reason.
"Sabin was my sister's boyfriend,” she began, “but I didn't like him, not from the beginning. He felt ... wrong ... filthy. I know she thinks I slept with him out of jealousy, but that's not it. I knew she'd find out, and back then, I didn't really care who I screwed. Sex didn't mean anything because ... I'd been used unkindly a couple of times, and I had really shitty self-esteem, so it just started to not matter. And I didn't even like it, most of the time. It was just something to do and get over with."
"What you have done with others does not matter to me, wizard woman."
"Gee, thanks,” she said, embarrassed because she knew she'd gone on too long. “I knew she'd catch me with Sabin, and would dump him.” Sierra shrugged. “She'd forgive me eventually. We'd just get drunk, agree that men everywhere are creeps, and all would be well. And it worked—for a while."
"Your sister ‘dumped’ Sabin?"
Sierra nodded.
"But that did not stop him."
She frowned. “It seemed to, for a while. He...” She blushed even darker, and she hoped he couldn't see. “He lured me. I know that now. He told me all about where he came from. About how there was a world made of magic and that he could make it so, if I got there, I could start all over again, clean. I was hooked. I let him do whatever he wanted to me, because he was leaving Libby alone, and it didn't matter, because someday, I'd go to this other world, and I could start all over again. I'd bathe in the magic, and it'd make me pure."
"Magic is not religion,” he said.
"What?"
"You're confusing magic and God. Magic is a tool. Like fire or an alarm clock."
"Yeah, and I could use that tool to do what I want.” She fluttered her hands in the air for a second, like nervous butterflies; then she shoved them in her lap.
"Anyway, one night he makes me undress and lie on a table, and he ties me down. Then he brings in this other girl, and he switches our essences or souls or whatever, and he's all pleased with himself because he's moved me out of my ‘whore's body,’ as he called it, and into a clean new one that he could be the only one to defile. And I don't know this girl, but I don't want to hurt her, so I try and convince him to switch us back, but he killed my old body and the girl inside it, and later, I found out, planted it in Libby's bathtub.
"Somehow, I think this body is more naturally attuned to magic, because there was a well of it, deep inside, that I tapped. I was able to escape. So, I ran, because I could start over, with this body. I could care what happened to it."
"I see."
She thought she heard skepticism in his tone. “Two men. My husband and Raul, that's it. Not too shabby, really.” He didn't say anything. “I'm not a whore,” she said softly.
"I am not judging you,” he said.
"Oh.” She bit her lip. She must be tired, she thought, to have these tears in her eyes. She turned from him and willed them away. What happed to the tough girl who'd taken over another person's life? Who'd survived the suicide of her husband? Who'd cut herself off from this world and single-mindedly planned how to get to the other?
"What do you want me to say?” he shouted, angry.
She hadn't thought he was capable of raising his voice or changing his expression. She looked at him.
"I don't know what to say,” he continued, in a quieter tone. “I do not understand why you're upset."
She whipped her hand across her eyes. “It doesn't matter,” she said. “Can you get me the hell out of here?"
His sigh seemed to say “As you wish” as he got to his feet. She went to stand beside him in front of the window.
He moved behind her and whispered in her ear, “Do you have faith, wizard woman?"
"Aye,” she whispered back.
"Step on the windowsill,” he ordered, and she obeyed, clutching the window frame for support.
"Jump,” he said. “I will come after you, and catch you ere you reach the ground."
She understood. He needed to get outside and transform to be large enough to carry her ... although she'd rather he go first.
He's testing me, she realized, and leaned out. The ground was so far away. Good. He'd have plenty of time.
She took a deep breath, and behind her she heard the door slam open.
"I would not recommend that,” Sabin said.


Chapter Twenty-sevenThe mirror was as large and round as a sidetable top. The silver of it—and it was silver, Morganna had assured her, silver-backed and silver-framed—was pure as moonlight, the crystal face of it clear and deep like spring water. The frame was simple, a plain circle of silver.
"Why does it have such a deep lip?” she'd asked.
"Sometimes it has to hold things,” Nimue had said, sitting cross-legged next to it.
Morganna lit a taper and dripped the creamy tallow next to the frame in front of Nimue, then used the warm drippings to hold the candle. She repeated the process, setting a candle in front of Melnue and then one in front of herself. They sat so that if someone were to draw lines from each female heart to the heart of her neighbor, it would form a perfect triangle.
Melnue tried not to shift, uncomfortable on the hard, cold floor. They had needed a private place for this spell, a place that was as empty as possible. Morganna suggested an abandoned school building she knew of, and they went to her home to pick up what they needed.
They were in the gymnasium, hardwood floors dusty, the air stuffy from being locked in. She could see the painted marks—circles and straight lines covering the floor like a gigantic rune. She worried that perhaps the random markings would interfere with their spell.
The windows were set high in the wall, most of them boarded over. Dim gray light filtered through the cracks between the joinings, and moonrise sparkled off the sharp, shattered edge where one window had been smashed by a thrown brick. She knew it was a brick, because she had found it earlier and used it to help blockade the double door that lead into the hall.
"Pay attention now,” Morganna said.
She picked up a crystal pitcher of water and poured it into the mirror. The surface seemed to shimmer, and even though she emptied pitcher completely, there seemed to only be the slightest skim of water on the glass. She produced a measuring cup from her carry bag, and a small bottle of cheap vodka. She poured a portion of the spirits into the cup, returned some to the bottle, shook her head and added a few drops back into the cup. When she was satisfied she had exactly a half a cup, she used the stream of liquid to draw a circle on the water.
She took out a jar of oil, very clear and faintly gold, and sketched an X with it on the mirror. A nod to Melnue and her sister, and they placed their hands against the side and beat their palms against the frame. The mixture rippled, and an oily sheen marred the surface.
Melnue stared at it a long moment and struggled not to yawn. The room was dark, and the odor of dust underlaid with old varnish and sweat and the greasy smell of the tallow seemed to clog her nose, her eyes, her mind. All she wanted to do was lie down and drift into sleep.
Nimue raised her fingers to her lips and kissed the tips. She held her hand, palm up, over the middle of the mirror. Her fingertips shimmered, and she turned her hand over. A drop of something like liquid pearl fell from her fingers and into the water below.
The oil on the surface took on all the colors of the rainbow. The sisters took each other's hands then reached out to Melnue. She joined hands with them and stared at the swirling colors that began to take shape before her.
* * * *Being alone with Alex and Dashiel again was perfectly satisfactory to Libby. Zorovin made her uncomfortable, with his intense eyes and his sharp questions. She had a very firm suspicion he did not approve of her.
She and Alex took turns carrying the magic while Dashiel scouted ahead.
"How are we going to get across again?” she asked as the castle loomed over the trees.
"Charter a dragon, I guess."
"Are you sure she's my sister?"
"Pretty sure,” he said.
"How sure?” she asked, “I mean, how do you know?"
"My father thinks so."
"Oh, and that's it? I What makes him so wonderful that he can decide such things?"
"He has.... powers,” Alex said.
"I see. He can see into the hearts of men and judge them?"
"Sort of."
"Figures,” she grouched.
He took the magic from her. She protested, because she'd only carried it for a minute.
"I'm rested,” he told her.
"He doesn't like me,” she said.
"Nonsense! I'm sure he likes you just fine,” Alex protested. “I mean, it's sort of not the best situation to decide on such a thing, is it? Everyone's going nuts trying to stop Sabin, and all that."
"What about...” She wanted to know what he was going to do about his relationship with her.
"Please don't ask that,” he whispered, as if he had already heard the question. “Not yet."
"We're almost there,” Dashiel interjected.
They walked on in silence, making their way to the shore. Near them, a tiny sliver of a bridge arched over the swirl of the nexus and on to the castle in its center.
"I can make that,” Dashiel said. “I can cross that easy."
"Yeah, but there's nothing you can do for us on the other side that will do any good,” Alex pointed out.
Libby stared at the river again. The magic was as red as blood. “Maybe,” she muttered.
"Huh?” Dashiel looked up at her. “You've got to stop daydreaming, girl."
She shook her head. She could feel something on the breeze, a tremor of fear that rattled her.
"Maybe we should go up a ways, where the magic isn't quite so deadly,” Alex suggested. “If Zorovin doesn't come soon, we'll cross. I can take you both at once."
"Why does that matter?” she asked.
"I want to fly low.” He made a motion with his hand. “Under the radar."
She nodded and went with him until he stopped suddenly and turned to the castle.
A roar resounded, loud enough to make the castle walls shake. The magic, which had been calmly swirling, now bubbled and lapped the shore.
He stared at the castle in horror. “Father?"
Libby closed her eyes briefly, and realized the fear was her sister's, reaching out to her. “Come on,” she said. “We can't do any good here."
* * * *"You are one of the dragonkind,” Sabin said.
"I have no idea what you are talking about,” Zorovin said. In Sabin's mind he saw a pool of confused thoughts whirling around a central purpose. Sabin knew exactly who he was, in truth, but he hoped to add to the confusion and gain an advantage.
Sabin looked at Sierra. “You should be in your own body by now,” he said. “I wonder what's happened? You're not useful to me outside of your own body."
"Useful? You mean you actually think I would help you?"
He looked at her through slitted eyes. “Of course. Two worlds, two sisters."
He slid his glance back to Zorovin, who stood slightly in front of her. He couldn't mistake that Zorovin would not willingly stand by and let harm come to her, and that Sierra took comfort in that.
"I see where you get your strength from,” Sabin said. He whistled; the shrill sound cut through the air. The rabble outside became silent, expectant. “Look out the window, Dragon King. I have not been such a thoughtless host after all."
Zorovin looked over his shoulder, meeting Sierra's eyes for a moment before viewing the courtyard below. Outwardly, he did not evince any surprise, but inside, his heart grew cold.
Beneath the tower, the war machines and the clutter that had obscured greater workings had been moved aside. A simple circle had been drawn, and all along that circle, strange, sickly-yellow crystals reached up like the mouth of a predatory plant. When they snapped closed, whatsoever was enclosed in the circle would be trapped. The crystal was called dragon's bane. The presence of it weakened a dragon, the touch of it could kill.
"Jump,” Sabin said.
"I do not choose to.” To jump would mean a horrible choice between remaining human and being smashed to death on the stones of the courtyard, or becoming a dragon and being drawn in and caught in a trap of pain and terror.
A clicking sound behind him brought his attention back into the room. Sabin was pointing a gun at Sierra.
"Oh, I think you should,” he said, and Zorovin had watched enough television to know what the gun could do.
Sierra grabbed his hand.
—No, she whispered in his mind.
—'Tis all right, he answered her. For Sabin's benefit he put a look of confusion on his face and peered closer at the gun.
"Don't do that!” Sabin said, stepping back.
Before he could move out of reach, Zorovin grabbed him and pulled him to the window. He placed one foot on the sill and used his weight to drag Sabin out with him. The gun fired, striking the wall of the tower as Zorovin pushed off. Sabin screamed as they fell from the windowsill, and Zorovin thrust him away, concentrating instead on the change.
* * * *Sierra watched, horrified, as the two men fell. She saw Zorovin begin to shift, and she decided to take the greatest gamble of her life.
She crossed the room to the door then ran back, stepped onto the sill and pushed off hard to give herself some momentum. She fell almost horizontal for one second before she began the downward plunge towards the glowing teeth of the dragon trap below. She saw Zorovin, and tried to call him to her, tried to get him to turn around and see her.
* * * *He struggled to regain altitude, but the crystals sapped his strength. He turned his head, heard Sabin's voice and realized the fall had not killed him. He saw a blurred speck that had to be Sierra. He twisted in midair and threw himself forward, wrapped his claws around her inches from the point of the crystals’ arms. He flapped his wings hard but could not make enough altitude to get over it himself, and the crystal cut a wicked gash in his side.
He roared with pain. Arrows flicked past him as he struggled to make it over the castle walls, over the river and to safe ground on the other side. He flew erratically, and when he was close to land he stopped all pretense of flight and hit the ground hard, turning just enough so Sierra would, or be crushed by his weight.
The poison seeped into him, and he forced his claws to relax as he closed his eyes. Sierra stroked his hide, her sobs sounding even further away. He tried to say something comforting to her, but a wash of pain flung him into unconsciousness.
* * * *"We're lost,” Raul informed her.
"Don't be silly,” she said.
He called her Cat in his head, because of her glowing green eyes. “Nobody” and “hey, you” didn't cut it for him.
"Maybe we should be going up."
They had been journeying down for a long time.
She shook her head, and they continued down the rough and dark passage. He could see a dull glow up ahead, and to his way of thinking it did not bode well. Yet she continued down to it, her long legs barely covered by the impromptu poncho he'd made by applying his fingernail clipper to the middle of the blanket.
She was shivering, and once in awhile a patch of skin would slough off her. The new skin beneath was a normal pale pink, but the overall effect was that she looked like a moulting snake. They watched for these patches and would try and hide them or throw them out a window.
She stopped and gave her underarm a vigorous scratch, a sure sign that another swath of skin was coming loose. She frowned in frustration, grabbed it and pulled. Some of it peeled away easily, but some, not yet ready, stuck, and when she yanked it, it bled. He took the dry skin in his hands and carefully broke it away. The wound was small, but it oozed a pale yellow fluid and stank terribly. She whimpered once like a hurt animal then blinked away the pain and kept going.
He stopped and yanked a bit of rock from the floor of the passage, pushed the skin into the hole and replaced the rock. The castle, true to its desire to remain cohesive, sucked the rock back into place and solidified the dirt around it, so it looked like it'd never been touched.
He ran to catch up with her. The hall had opened up into a huge cavern. Magic flowed into the castle and spattered against the rocks. Sometimes it hissed, sometimes it rang like glass as it struck. Every color except purple was represented. It collected in pools and in crevices, and it flowed toward the center pool, not mixing, just collecting into a hectic rainbow.
She pulled her poncho over her head and tossed it aside. The top she was wearing had worked up in back, and he was about to reach for it, pull it down when he saw the tattoo on the pale skin. A ripple of gold light moved around it like the arms of a clock, but much faster.
She entered the chamber and crossed cautiously to where the golden magic splashed and eddied among the black stones. She dipped her hand in and drank. Her yellow-green eyes glowed all the brighter, and she looked upstream. Her smile was feral at first, but it faded. She choked on what she drank and began coughing hard.
He pulled her back into the passage, where she shook and clung to him. She threw back her head and screamed soundlessly then collapsed, crying.
"No,” she murmured. “Please, no."
"Cat, what happened? Are you alright?"
She looked at him, blinking, trying to focus.
"Zorovin? Please, oh, God, somebody...” She moved closer, looking at him. Her expression became even more horrified, as if she recognized him as she looked around at the halls, at her peeling hands that were now missing three fingernails.
His hand was on the small of her back, and as she pulled away some of the dead skin clung to him. He looked down, saw the pattern of the tattoo broken out carefully, as if cut with a fine knife.
"Raul? What are you doing here?” she asked. “What am I doing here? What happened?"
"You drank from the yellow-colored magic. It's made you sick,” he ventured, because her strangeness was beginning to scare him a little.
She looked at herself, grabbed a length of hair and pulled it around to see its color.
"I'm Rita again,” she said softly, and he could tell from her tone this was the last thing she wanted. She closed her eyes in pain. “Idiot. We both drank from the same kind of magic. Gold magic,” she said, explaining to him. “Gold is said to enlighten, to show the truth and make things take their true form, so when we both drank the gold magic it must have made a connection between our old bodies. Do you see?"
"No,” he said. He thought it had something to do with the tattoo on her back.
"I drank gold magic earlier, looking for enlightenment,” she repeated, starting back up the hall. “She drank it for God knows what reason ... and the magic somehow made a connection between us, returning each of us to her own body."
"Uh-huh."
"It's true. It doesn't make sense, but it's true.” She backed away from the opening, grabbing the poncho and wrapping herself back in it.
"So, who are you?” he asked, following her.
She turned towards him, everything in shadow except a slash of gold luminance that lay across her eyes. They glowed green, as if the gold magic had lit a fire inside them.
"You knew me as Sierra,” she said, and turned and began walking again.


Chapter Twenty-eightThey ran as fast as they could to where Zorovin had fallen. Her sister might be there, Libby thought. She might be okay.
The first thing she saw when they reached the landing place was Sierra, running her hands over her face and body, looking around with a strange expression on her face. Zorovin lay on his side, his back toward them. He had changed again, and he made an incredibly fragile-looking human.
Alex carefully turned his father on his back. Zorovin groaned softly. His shirt was ripped across the ribs, and he was bleeding heavily. His breath was shallow, as if it hurt too much to inhale properly. He was even paler than before, his skin making his hair look almost dark.
"Maybe I could lick his wounds,” Dashiel said. “Kill the infection?"
"No,” Alex said softly. “I don't think that'll help."
Zorovin opened his eyes. He blinked, trying to focus. "Na heh tey doro sita," he whispered.
Send her away, a voice in the back of her head translated. I don't want to die human.
She stood up while Alex answered in the same language, offering the common reassurances humans always use. She had touched Zorovin's pale, fine skin briefly, had felt the poison eating at his flesh. Dragon's bane. A crystal that grew in dark, tainted places. Its greasy excretion was poison to the dragonkind; even the presence of it could gravely weaken one.
She blinked at the odd knowledge that seemed to flow non-stop through the back of her mind, then gave into it. Applying “logic” to things instead of opening up to them—at least in this case—could be deadly to them all.
She wandered to the bank, looking for the right colors, trying to concentrate on the voice in the back of her head, the voice that seemed to egg her on, the same voice that had taught her how to fetch forth the dagger. The voice was reluctant to do anything not directly involved with the Stone, and she argued with it. He's important to the mission, she said over and over as she walked along. Green for things growing, blue for calm purity, brown for mending and making...?
Libby used her dagger to cut some bark from a tree. The woody covering parted easily, and she scraped it clean as possible. She wiped the blade on her pants leg and knelt by the river where green magic swirled. She dipped her knife in and scooped some of it onto the bark then ran to where she'd seen brown magic and used the blade to splash some of that on top of the green. Finally, she cupped some of the blue magic in her hand and poured a small amount of it on top of the other two.
She used the blade like a putty knife, slapping it back and forth as if spreading butter on toast. The brown and the blue melded, being a little more water-like, but the green acted like oil. What she had when she got back to Zorovin was ugly brown-gray glop with little clear green specks in it.
She knelt by him, opposite Alex. She placed a cool hand on his forehead, stroking it until his eyes opened. His eyes were silver, with no whites or pupils, just glowing silver. They unnerved her, but she smiled at him anyway.
"You're going to be fine,” she reassured him.
He turned his head away, and she worked his shirt up until the whole wound was exposed. The edges were stiff, hardened and yellow, and she could see bone and tissue because a chunk of skin had been ripped away. The good news was that it bled less freely now, but what blood oozed out was not clean but mixed with a green puss.
She carefully placed the poultice she'd made, bark and all, magic side down, over it. He jerked and hissed at her.
The length of bark was just large enough to cover it all. It stuck to his skin, and when she gave it a light tug, it would not pull away. Libby pulled his pants up a little higher to anchor the bottom of the bark anyway, and pulled his shirt back down.
"Impressive,” Sierra said quietly. She stood over them with her arms crossed, her face blank of emotion except for a kind of calculation.
"You do not seem ... overjoyed,” Zorovin said. His eyes were normal, Libby was relieved to see. Then she laughed at herself. She was one to talk.
"Who are you?” Dashiel asked. Alex was busy helping his father sit up.
Sierra looked at him through slitted eyes. “Oh, charming. A talking dog."
Zorovin stared at her coolly. “I suppose it had to happen someday."
"What? That I don't love you anymore?” Her voice was bitter.
"No, that the original soul would find a way to reclaim her body.” He struggled up. “I read hearts as well as minds, sometimes, and if you can get past your anger over what was done to you, perhaps you might be able to do something constructive."
She smiled a little. “Like kill Sabin?"
Zorovin looked back towards the castle. “Close enough."
"Don't worry about that,” Alex urged. “Concentrate on mending."
Zorovin looked over at Libby then said, almost kindly, “She isn't your sister anymore."
"I kind of got the idea when she didn't recognize Dashiel,” Libby replied.
"So, you're the one,” the woman hissed, clenching her fistss. “Your sister stole my body! She stole my life."
"Catherine...” Zorovin began, but whatever he was about to say became moot as Catherine turned and ran into the woods.
* * * *They made a less than inspiring party, Rita-Sierra thought. She limped in a body that felt cold and slimy from the inside out, and Raul knew they were in a strange situation but was treating it all off-handedly, as if he figured he'd wake up any second.
She'd felt better in the group that counted two dragons among its numbers, that's for sure. When she thought that, though, she winced. Zorovin...?
The thought ended in a sigh. She could not afford to think about him. She didn't want to think about the whole lot of them, really. Alex was going to break Libby's heart, and Rita-Sierra knew that now she'd been reminded how cool it was to have a sister, she was going to die and never get to tell that to Libby.
They were running across the thin strip of land that connected one cavern with another. It arched across the magic, and she could see a huge chunk of the outside. Rita-Sierra thought she could see her little boat off in the distance. It sparkled, called to her. She thought about lying down in it, covering herself with the lovely dark blue velour blanket and drifting along the ley lines. It was too late, she knew, to go to the other world.
They'd taken a wrong turn somewhere, they had to have. Instead of going up, back to the surface, the tunnel took a huge left and opened up into another cavern. A beach of black sand stretched out into the pool of viscous green magic. Her bare feet crunched softly, sinking into the sand. She could feel this, like she felt all things, dimly, through a gauze fog. The colors were dull, the feelings, even when she pinched herself, were deadened. Her eyes felt scratchy, and she wondered how Cathy's soul had been able to come back into this collapsing body and take up residence without going completely mad.
Raul spoke, and she turned and stared at him until he repeated it.
"We ought to go back,” he said.
She blinked, trying to get a better picture of her old lover. She scratched her cheek absently, and skin shredded away. She wiped the flakes off with distaste, barely feeling the new skin under her fingers.
There was a flicker of movement over his shoulder. Sabin turned and looked at her, smiling widely when he saw her.
"I told you,” he crowed to the woman who entered behind him. “I knew she would be drawn here."
"I wasn't drawn here, you idiot! I got lost."
Sabin shrugged. “Same difference."
The woman behind him sighed. “The castle does as I command. The tunnels shifted so she would come here. So, properly, she was led."
Sierra backed closer to the shore.
"Big deal.” Sabin smiled, and drew closer to her. “I have you right where I want you."
She grabbed a fistful of sand and threw it in his face. He reacted just as she hoped, pawing the dirt from his eyes.
"Run! Get help!” she yelled at Raul.
He swung the telescope like a club, coming down on the back of the head of a guard who had come into the room last. The guard fell into the woman's arms, and they collapsed in a tangled heap.
He paused at the door.
"Go!” she screamed as Sabin grabbed her hair.
Raul ran. The guard stumbled after him.
"You play fast and loose, bitch,” Sabin hissed as he jerked her head back.
She looked him right in the eye. “I'm dying, you creep. I don't give a damn."
He leaned closer. He was smiling again, and his teeth looked very sharp, very cruel.
"I don't think so,” he snarled through clenched teeth. “That is not what I have planned for you right now."
He whipped his arm around and threw her toward the magic. She tried to stop herself, but momentum carried her over the edge. The sand disappeared from beneath her feet, and the magic sucked her in like quicksand. She struggled, but it only seemed to make matters worse. She was up to her shoulders, being pulled down.
She felt the stuff, viscous and thick, lap at her chin. She took a deep breath as it covered her nose. Her last vision was of Sabin standing on the shore, laughing, the woman looking on.
It came up over her head. She lifted her arms, hoping for one last moment's contact with the air, but she was already too far down and sinking fast.
Breathe, a voice in her head commanded.
No, she thought as her lungs began to hurt.
She seemed to have stopped moving, so she tried swimming again. She couldn't move, but hung suspended in the thick, syrupy flow. She forced her eyes to open, to overcome the fear of it. The world glowed faintly all around her, the color of crushed emeralds in sunshine.
You won't live unless you breathe, the voice said insistently. She realized it was her own. But how?
—I'm a ghost of sorts, I guess. Maybe just a memory, passed on to you.
—Of whom?
Silence. The middle of her back burned fiercely.
—Perhaps I should begin at the beginning.
—Maybe that would be less confusing.
—Breathe.
She let the air out of her lungs. It balled up and escaped, flying upward. Hallucinations telling you to breathe, she thought. What will you think up next?
She breathed.
The fluid rushed into her, into her nose and mouth. It lay heavy in her lungs, but she didn't have the urge to cough. In fact, she felt better, her mind seemed to clear. She could feel the warmth of the fluid around her ... see fine details in the magic.
—Better, no?
—Much.
—Clear your mind, then, and let me tell you a pretty little story I've heard...?
She did as she was bid.
—You have heard of the Merlin Stone? the voice inquired.
—Yes.
—Now, sometimes the story can come off sounding like Merlin went, made the stone, spilt the worlds and that was that, but the fact is there was quite a war about it. People who saw magic as their lifeblood against people who thought magic's possibilities were played out. And central to this, although they did not know it, were sisters—Nimue of the Lake and her half-sister, Morganna Le Fay.
—Though neither of them knew it at the time, the voice continued, a piece of each of them went into the making of the stone. From them both Merlin took a slice of their magic and their will, to give balance to the stone, because as fiercely as Morganna loved magic, Nimue hated it.
—But she was the Lady of the Lake, Sierra protested.
—Yes, because it was her function. It was what she was born for, but she blamed magic for ruining her life. It couldn't bring her what she wanted. It couldn't even save the people she cared about, so why would she like it?
There was a moment's pause.
—So, Merlin made it so that two sisters helped split the worlds, and because of this, two sisters would be needed to rejoin them. Sabin needed to find a pair of sisters, two who would fit the requirements.
"Two half-sisters,” she whispered. “So, we're like Nimue and Morganna reincarnated?"
—Oh, no. They're both still very much alive. But you are a pair very much like them. A younger sister who lusted after magic more than any man. Vibrant, sensual ... that is you. You even have her hair. Then there's the older sister, seemingly grounded in reality but far too dreamy, placing her hopes on home and hearth, born with a gift. Nimue's was magic, and Libby's is the fact that she can feel the magic inherent in stones. I think that was what Sabin was looking for all this time, a woman born with a feel for stones.
—The researcher ... Seward. Do you think he knew?
—I don't know.
—There's something you don't know?
—We don't know a lot of things. Put your feet together, point your toes and join your hands over your head.
She did, and felt movement downward.
—But I do know, the voice continued, that he needs you both. Alive, and fully healed. That is why he pushed you into the magic. He knew that when the magic infused you, that it would trigger the spell that he'd subtly placed upon you, to regain the will of Morganna Le Fay, to give you that part of her, just as your sister has Nimue's part. He just didn't realize the gold magic you drank would open a doorway in your head—the voice you hear—to explain things.
—What?
—Merlin needed peace, so he visited Morganna Le Fay and took away her will to fight—the strength of her magic. He stole it and bound it to the Stone, just as Nimue bound hers to it years later. But Nimue was wise. She gave her magic a purpose, a direction, and so when the box was opened, your sister was given the gift of it. I was freed when the ice melted from the stone, but I had no purpose until I was drawn to the mark on your back. Now I give what I am to you.
—We're not going to fight Sabin?
—It is not our will, the voice said, and Sierra smiled. She could feel the will, and knew it was not just Morganna Le Fay who was freed from the Stone when the ice melted. It was her freedom as well.
She sank to the bottom and traveled through the tunnels. She did not duck and swing through the magic but swam through all of it, careless. As she swam, she changed. Her hair lengthened, her clothes melted away until she was dressed in a simple, loose dress of white, sleeveless and knee-length.
She felt herself passing near the bridge, and she thrust out of the magic and grabbed the narrow arch of stone. She climbed up onto it and crouched. Her tunic of white glowed softly from the magic that suffused it, a glimmer of pink here, some blue there. She threw back her head and laughed. She felt good, clear, whole—she hadn't felt this way in years. Like she was where she belonged.
Magic does this, she thought. The whole world could be like this. Everyone in it can be this whole.
She stood and balanced on the beam, running across it lightly with bare feet, the loose cloth blowing in the breeze. She leapt from bridge to shore then spun and looked back at the castle. The moon hovered just above it now, the towers in silhouette. It was huge seeming to take up a good quarter of the sky. She smiled at it, and went to find her sister.
* * * *They stood on the shore once again.
"There is no more time to waste,” Zorovin said. “Alex and I will fly you and Dashiel into the castle grounds and drop you off. We'll try and avoid being seen. Then we will do some scouting while you take the purple magic and work your way up. We'll find you."
"Yes, sir,” Libby said with false cheer. The straps of the backpack she'd woven from brown magic were pulling on her shoulders already.
Zorovin and Alex transformed, and when it was done, the huge black dragon formed his hands into a cradle for Dashiel. The dog was panting in excitement as he climbed around the claws, since he'd never gotten to fly before.
—You see what Dashiel does. Alex's voice sounded in her head. Imitate him.
"Shall I pant?” she asked as she climbed into his interlaced hands.
The backpack caught on one of his talons, and she pulled it free. His talons were long and sharp, but the skin of his hands was warm and vibrant. He gathered her close to his chest and took off.
"It's really cool that you're a dragon,” she said, mostly for something to say.
—Do you really think so?
"Yes. Can I speak to you just in my head? It would be easier."
—Try, he suggested, not telling her he could read her thoughts all the time, now that he was a dragon again.
—It doesn't matter to me. I know that I can't use the same path to travel here as the dragons, but, you know, we could do something.
—Libby. When this is over, I go home. He said it very, very gently, but it still hurt. My father is the king. I am his only heir. I must go back and learn to rule my kind.
—Oh, she said. The wind made her tears very, very cold.
—Do not cry, he pleaded. We are almost there, and warriors do not cry. To punctuate his statement, he dove. She reached to loosen her knife and left her hand on its hilt.
They were closing in on the ground.
—Libby?
—Yeah?
—Of all the things in this world, you were my very favorite.
He parted his hands, and she jumped to the ground, running away from him, her dagger and her eyes glittering in the light of the blue moon.
* * * *They were well below the upper walls, where the creatures were preparing for battle. They circled around along a narrow cliff edge, the light from the river of magic causing Libby's knife to glow brightly. Above them, she could hear the little monsters yelling back and forth, throwing heavy objects about. She wasn't worried about them, but of the Shadows that could blend into the wall and surprise her before she could stop them.
She noticed a tiny postern gate up ahead. She looked around for Dashiel and, seeing him behind her, made for it.
They neared the gate and dove behind a small wall next to it. Libby looked up as Alex and Zorovin made themselves small enough to fit through the window overhead. They would work their way down.
She and Dashiel crept upward. It was like trying to climb a sand dune in some places. She watched the dog closely, since his senses were still far better than hers. They hid once, in a walled pit that looked like a rejected attempt at a wishing well, while Shadow troops whispered past. They climbed out when it was clear.
Something cold and scaly alighted on her shoulder and placed a cold nose in her ear.
—The front gate's guarded, but we have found another way in, Alex said.
She shivered and picked him up off her shoulder. Alex, who had been as large as a ranch house, was now the size of a parrot. She cradled him in both hands, and he waved his wings for balance.
"You look so cute,” she whispered.
—This way. His tone was serious.
The opposite way from where the enemy had gone, around the back, was a window positioned over a slope; a silver head peered out for a second before Zorovin lowered a long black rope.
She let Alex go and signaled for Dashiel. They ran, low and silent, Alex telling her when to stop or when to pelt all out or when to sneak. They followed his instructions and reached the rear of the castle. Alex flew onto to the wall.
Dashiel went first, scrambling up the rough surface, the rope tied around his middle. Libby tossed the magic up to Zorovin then followed without incident. Alex in human form soon appeared on the sill, pulling his legs over.
"So, now what?” he asked.
Libby smiled at him, and he touched her cheek. He looked up at his father and dropped his hand away from her. Zorovin's cool gaze drifted to her. Perhaps he saw something in her face, or eyes, because his expression softened a little.
"We must find the Stone,” he said, as if it were not evident.
"I know,” Alex muttered, “but where do we start?"
"The moon? Does it have anything to do with it? Should we go up into the tower?” Libby asked.
Alex shook his head. “No. We should go down, where the magic is."
"A well,” Libby said. “He'll need to put it in a well of magic. It's why the purple magic isn't allowed inside the castle. If purple magic will nullify the Stone..."
Zorovin nodded. “Let us make our way down, then,” he said. He looked at Libby. “You are best qualified to lead the way. Tor'Vanith will take the back."
He stepped out into the hall to look for unwelcome wanderers. She started forward but felt a hand catch hers. She looked back at Alex. He gave her fingers a light squeeze and smiled. She smiled back, some of the dread lifting from her heart, and followed Zorovin.
Rita was waiting for them as they rounded the corner, and Libby's first thought, uncharitably, was If she's dead, why doesn't she stay dead? Nonplussed by her reaction, she tried to make up for it by being immediately friendly. After all, this was her sister, and she loved her.
"Rita? I'm happy to see you, but I'm really curious as to how you got here. And why don't you look like you did a half an hour ago?"
Libby took off her coat and offered it. Dashiel growled.
"Stop that,” she ordered.
"Magic.” Rita answered the question with a delighted smile.
"Libby,” Alex said, taking her arm. “She's dead. She can't feel the cold."
"The dead always want things,” Dashiel added. “Things that you might not want to give, Libby, so stay back."
"Nonsense. She's my sister! Let go, Alex! Dammit! You're not my keeper."
"I had a sister,” Rita said, taking the coat from Libby's still outstretched hand. She smelled it, and smiled before tossing it aside. Libby shivered, but told herself it was because the castle was cold.
"You still do,” Libby said. “Put on the coat, sweetheart. It's cold in here, and you're not really dressed for it."
"I still live, but I do not feel the cold,” she said, and as she spoke, she seemed to fill with awareness, as if she were just realizing these things. She shook her head then grinned. “Dog, is your sense of smell so bad? I am not dead. And Libby, Libby, sister, magic ... oh, the magic is wonderful. If you gave yourself to it, you wouldn't feel the cold, either."
Zorovin sighed. “I tried to tell you,” he said gently, “that magic is transient. Like lightning, it seeks to return to the earth and takes the shortest path through. What you are feeling cannot last."
"But it can,” she said. “You could stay.” She drew closer, put her hand on his chest. “You could be yourself here. You could be whatever you wanted."
"Rita, we have to go,” Libby said. “We have already wasted too much time.
She smiled and stepped out of the way. “You go right ahead,” she said with a smile. “We'll discuss this further very soon, I think."
Dashiel paused and looked up at her. “I liked you better when you were Sierra."
Rita's smile faltered a little. “So did I."
Libby slipped by, and Alex wrapped her back into her coat. She felt confused, in her soul, but she could not straighten it out now.
The walls changed as they proceeded. She had expected rough stone and armor, not linoleum and drywall. She passed by a bank mailboxes, and saw a glass door marked manager.
"Why are we in an apartment building?” she asked.
"And a forest,” Dashiel said, looking at the trees that ranged across the hallway and in front of the elevator.
"Those aren't trees,” Zorovin said as they moved.
Libby's hand itched, and she wrapped it around her knife, drawing it. What she said sounded like gibberish, but Zorovin's eyes lit.
"Nimue,” he whispered.
What she said, she somehow knew, was not a spell so much as a threat. In old elvish she had commanded, “If you do not get out of my way, I will sear the bark from your flesh, and you will walk naked and humanlike through this world until your ignominious death, unmourned and unrooted."
Two of the tree men surged forward, and she raised her knife. Zorovin raised his hands and between them a ball of fire glowed.
"They did not prepare us for anything more than a few stray humans,” Libby heard one tree whisper to another. They backed away, and she pushed the button for the elevator. They stepped in.
"Why are you grinning?” Dashiel asked when the doors shut and they began their descent.
She burst out laughing.
"Petrified wood,” she said, and even Zorovin groaned at the pun.
He took her face in both hands. “Where did you get your eyes?” he asked.
She blinked. “I don't know."
Alex grabbed his father's shoulder. “Don't..."
"She's lying,” Zorovin said, and Libby blushed, because she was.
"Show him,” Alex said. “Please. Like I talk to you and show you things, show him how you got your eyes."
"All right,” she said. She closed her eyes and showed him.
When, in memory, she fainted from the shock of seeing her eyes and came to again, Zorovin was standing in the living room, looking around her life as if what surrounded them was real not just constructs of memory.
"You should never have opened the box,” he said.
"Tell me about it.” She stood up, free from the constraints of the past, released from the headache that had plagued her.
He sat on the table. “I wonder what happened."
"What do you mean?"
"Your eyes...” He held up a hand to stay her I told you. “I mean that you have somehow assumed a place, a spirit, of the woman who first guarded this box. You, in a nearly literal sense, have her eyes. You also seem to have her instincts. You know things that you should not, but she could have taught you. The eyes are her gift to you, to allow you to see easily, to use magic, to do what you have to do to protect the box and its contents."
"You seem to know a lot."
"I'm guessing. But ... that's not the how I was wondering about. I just wondered, in a world without magic, how she managed the spell?"
"An academic question, surely."
"Not so. If things go as we wish, this whole thing will be over. Then, how are you going to get your own eyes back?"
"Father?” Alex appeared and walked right through her to face Zorovin. “We've hit the ground floor."
Zorovin nodded and got to his feet...?
They opened their eyes together, and Zorovin let go of her upper arms. Alex seemed almost determined not to look at her.
She heard her own voice in her head, mingled with another's, almost an echo of the past.
"So, what did you do, while I was gone? Did you build your walls up again to defend yourself from the one person who will never be your adversary?” The woman whose magic she now possessed had said that once, Libby realized, but when she had thought it of Alex, she'd meant it.
She looked away, angry, and stepped forward as the door opened. A voice in her head—Zorovin's this time—whispered gently, with pity,—It is for the best. You are not ... what you want is not a thing for dragons.
Neither is pity, she thought, but he did not hear her, for she had learned to block him from reading her mind.
* * * *The bottom story of the castle was a wide, clear, empty space of stone walls and ceiling. Magic flowed in along canals beneath their feet, and their footsteps made odd ringing sounds on the glass of the floor. A podium of crystal rose out of the center of the floor, and upon it was a box Libby would have known anywhere.
"There's no one around,” Dashiel said. “Can this be so?"
"Let's get this over with,” Alex said, and crossed the expanse.
As they got closer, Libby sensed something was off. The box wasn't quite the right color, she thought, but perhaps her vision was distorted by the shimmering colors below.
Alex reached out to grab the box. The lid flipped open...?
"My son! No!” Zorovin cried, and Alex leaped away from the box. White light shot out and bent slightly, aiming for Libby. She raised her hands as it charged towards her and whispered words under her breath. The light hit her, splashing off a shield, a clear white oval that formed in the air in front of her.
The light disappeared, and she saw that the shield was burned white. She touched it. Not seared, after all, but covered in frost.
"Cool, eh?” Rita asked from the doorway. The elevator slid shut behind her.
"We've been conned,” Alex said. Dashiel whined softly.
"Thank you,” Libby said, since she knew the shield wasn't her doing. Zorovin nodded once, and she gave him an even warmer smile.
"It's coming back to me,” he muttered.
Libby shivered. The blast of cold from the false box had frosted the walls. She could see her breath, and was interested to see that Zorovin's breath flooded out like a heavy fog. They retreated, and she hurried to get to the elevator and call it back down.
The button didn't light when she pressed it. Instead, there was a grinding sound. She felt some dirt hit her head and looked up.
"The ceiling's moving?” Dashiel said.
This comment was followed by a cracking ping.
"And,” Alex added, “the floor's breaking up."
Zorovin's comment was low and vicious-sounding.
"Conned and trapped? No, I will not allow it,” Libby said, crossing the floor with more care, studying the magic beneath.
"Interesting, isn't it?” Rita said.
Alex pushed Dashiel aside and threw his arms straight in front of him, fists together. A bolt shot out of them, hitting the doors to the elevator hard. They ripped apart. He flicked one hand, and they wrenched open, beaten metal protesting.
"And what good did that do you?” Rita asked.
Alex slanted her a dirty look as his father peered up into the shaft.
"The tiles are loose,” Zorovin said, jumping back and knocking the ceiling tile aside.
"Don't worry about me,” Rita said dryly as she grinned and crossed her arms, I Dream of Jeanie-like. She nodded her head, and disappeared.
"I don't like that,” Zorovin said.
"Go on up,” Alex told him.
Zorovin nodded, and putting a hand that was slowly becoming a claw on Dashiel's ruff, he morphed into a medium-sized dragon and flew up the shaft.
Alex turned and flung an arm out toward Libby. “Come on."
She had returned to the podium, and was now stepping gingerly over the growing network of cracks.
"I had to make sure it wasn't the real box,” she said. The floor heaved, throwing her forward onto her knees.
He saw what was going to happen as she stopped to try and figure out a better route. He headed for her as she stood again, smiling a little, beginning to make her way back. There was a cracking sound as the floor dissolved around her, leaving her balanced on an island of glass only slightly larger than a dinner plate.
He skidded to a halt along the edge.
"Jump,” he said, holding out his arms.
"You'll fall through.” She cradled the bag in her arms. He could see the magic creeping along the edges of her island. She was sinking. Below him, the network of cracks was growing, magic seeping through.
"No, I won't. Jump."
She did. He caught her, arms around her waist, managing to keep his balance. He grinned at her.
"See?"
He stepped back ... and through the glass.
She took a deep breath like a swimmer diving as they plunged deep into emerald-colored magic. She lost sight of him for a moment. Suspended in an emerald world, she felt completely alone until the dragon enveloped her in his claws as they spun into the depths.
—Alex? she thought to him. I think I can breathe.
—I wouldn't recommend it.
—Then what do you propose I do?
—Hold on. There's gotta be a way out. If we stay in this vein of magic, we might make it.
She nodded as she felt him change direction, kicking away from the center toward the darker depths under the castle.
—A little to the right, she thought. You're heading towards red magic.
She felt a lip of stone beneath her. She communicated the experience to him, and he dove for it, taking them up the channel. She exhaled, and saw the magic swirl away with her breath. Her face was clear of it for a moment in which she almost dared to breathe; then, it was back across her face, wet but not clingy. Like mercury.
—Would it make me like you, Alex, if I were to breathe? She felt a bit of sorrow push against her heart. No, huh?
She felt him burst upwards, attempting the steepest climb possible. She broke free first and grabbed the bank. His climb out was slower, harder. He shook himself like a dog, flapping his wings to get rid of the green glow that rolled off like water off wax.
"We were lucky,” she said.
—Thank God. He reached for her again, and she could feel the weariness as he pushed off into the sky.
They landed in the courtyard.
"You're safe,” Zorovin said. He was a man again, his hair a pale halo tainted by the steadily climbing moon. Dashiel sat beside him, wagging his tail. Behind them, Rita balanced on the parapet.
—You were supposed to breathe, she said sadly.
Libby spoke back the same way.
—Alex said I would die.
—Alex does not want you to live, truly live, Rita hissed back. I gave my love to his father, and what did he do? What has it gotten me?
Libby felt sorrow like a dozen bricks hanging from her heart.
"You're mad,” she blurted aloud.
Zorovin looked at her then turned toward the parapet. Rita had disappeared.
—What's going on, Libby? Alex asked.
"I don't know,” she whispered. Then she shook herself and said, “Alright. We fell for the easy bait. Now where?"
Zorovin frowned. “It is obvious that we won't be able to guess through logic where he hides, so we will have to search room by room."
Libby shook her head, looking up. “I don't think that's the tack to take. I mean, we were wrong to look indoors at all..."
Six eyes followed line of sight up to the spires that rose so high and sharp they seemed to pierce the moon.
"He'll want the world to see his greatest triumph."
"Aye,” Zorovin agreed.


The Elven ShipCaptain Cearvus looked at the calendar. It was a glass bowl with a handful of precious stones in it. He counted them in his palm, and cursed Bronwyn for leaving him worried and without knowledge. He dropped the gems back, and one bounced out of the bowl and landed on the table. It glinted in the fearful blue beams of the moon. That damned blue moon.
He looked up at it, gritting his teeth. It looked back, baleful and cruel. She would be here, the one they feared most. She would cross the boundaries and be looking for them.
"No word?"
He turned to see Dare next to him. He was staring at the jewel on the table.
Cearvus sighed. “None."
"This is unlike her,” Dare said. “We must go inland, search for her."
As if to punctuate his demand, a flash illuminated the sky. It was miles away, but they could see it clearly, understood what it meant.
"Helmsman?"
"Captain?"
"Take us inland."
Silence. No one wanted to go inland, risk meeting the queen upon her return.
"Now,” he said in a quiet voice. It was a tone that even Isis was known to heed.
"Aye-aye, Captain."
They traveled along the waves, cutting through them, taking the hidden paths to save time. They ran the rim of the Pacific triangle and shot across leagues of sea in moments then turned to port and headed for the land ahead of them.
There was a jarring lurch when they hit the shore, and their progress slowed slightly. Trees parted in front of them, closing behind them again like the waters of the sea. The ground parted, too, and knit itself back, as if they had never passed. The roads they crossed, however, remained churned up, as did anything else manmade that had the misfortune of being in the ship's path.
They passed silently, sailing down the main street of town, avoiding houses and cars. Cearvus stood on the prow, his people gathered silently behind him. Most had not seen land in years, had no idea what their human counterparts had done in the time since the parting of science and magic.
People looking out their windows thought it was a trick of the fog, or an illusion.
"We will get her back?” Isis whispered.
"Aye.” He took her hand. “I promise."
Sails full of wind, masts and hull wreathed in mist, the ghost ship steered silently towards its lost daughter.


Chapter Twenty-nineRita appeared again, like a ghost, beside Zorovin. Libby thought of her recent actions and grieved. She had only known Sierra a short time, but now that she was back to being Rita, she missed her. Hell, she simply missed her sister, whoever she really was, the Rita she'd known years before. This half-ghost stranger bore little resemblance to her.
"I will lead you,” Rita said. Zorovin looked at her with cold eyes. “I will. I promise. I know where we have to go, and I will make sure that we get there."
He nodded. “Lead the way, then, Rita."
"Not Sierra?"
Zorovin shook his head sadly. “I don't know who you are. You feel like Sierra, sometimes, in my head, but you do not always act like her."
"Oh, and you knew me so well,” she said bitterly.
"I thought I did."
Libby listened to this exchange, and realized that Zorovin was as confused as she was. Sierra had felt like her sister. This woman did not. But, just like Zorovin seemed to, she wanted to believe.
Alex and Dashiel had led them to a tall, spiral staircase, partially enclosed.
"We can't afford to lose Libby, so why don't two of us go ahead and the rest wait here,” Alex suggested.
"Why don't you two go ahead?” Rita-Sierra said, pointing to the dragons.
"I wouldn't want to look like a chauvinist,” Alex said.
"One man's chauvinism is another man's chivalry,” she said sweetly, and Libby laughed.
"Go on,” Libby said. “If she doesn't behave Dashiel can rip her throat out.” She slanted a glance at her sister. “I doubt, with her track record, she'd notice a thing."
Zorovin shook his head angrily. “We waste time,” he said, starting up the steps. Alex looked back once, then followed.
The women crouched behind a wall while they waited.
"I did something really stupid,” Rita-Sierra whispered.
"What was that?” Libby asked, both curious and because she knew it would be faster just to let her talk.
"I spent the last few days pretty constantly with Alex's father,” she said, her lips close to her sister's ear. “I-I told him he'd better take care of himself. And he said ‘Why is that, wizard woman?'” She imitated the essence of Zorovin's voice so perfectly that Libby sniggered. “And I said.... I said, ‘Because, you dummy, I think I love you.’”
"Do you?” Libby said, turning so she could see her sister's eyes.
"Yeah. I think so. He's not like anyone else, you know?"
Libby blinked. “It's just, well ... kind of sick, isn't it? Both of us ... father and son?"
Rita-Sierra smiled and patted her knee. “Some things don't bear thinking too deeply about, dear."
"What did he say?” Libby asked, feeling herself being drawn in past her doubts.
"Nothing.” She sighed.
Dashiel leaned against Rita-Sierra. “Well, the fact he didn't say anything to you at all afterward doesn't mean anything."
"Thanks,” Rita-Sierra said.
"What I meant,” Dashiel continued, “is that if it meant nothing, he would have said something. But it's important to him, so he has to think. Dragons aren't good with emotions, you know."
"Whatever,” she said, sighing again. “But..."
Dashiel raised a paw over her mouth. They heard steps, coming around the ridge.
A group of small creatures and a tree man walked by. They were carrying a chain that glittered silver in the night. Their steps faded, and Dashiel let them up.
"Ick,” Sierra muttered, wiping her mouth. “Doggy paw."
"Yeah,” Dashiel said, “but we have bigger problems. Wasn't that the way the love of your life just went?"
The sisters looked at each other.
"We better follow,” they said in unison.
They ran up the steps, keeping behind their quarry. The stairway split, one flight going into a room, the other going on up. The chain gang had entered the room, and the women would have to go past the door ... and be in view of the slobbering little monsters.
Alex and Zorovin were coming back down. Libby wagged her hands in front of her, miming stop frantically. Alex put his arm out, stopping his father, who was studying the walls.
Zorovin held up a finger then stepped sideways and slid to the doorway with his back against the wall so he could see into the room. Then, he seemed to be staring at the wall beside her, so Libby moved over. He looked her in the eyes. She started to think something toward him, and he placed a finger to his lips, then to his forehead. He pointed at the room, then to his ear. They can hear you.
She nodded. He pointed to the wall beside her then stretched way up to touch the stone closest to the ceiling. He mouthed one, holding up a finger, then counted down five stones. He poked the fifth, giving her a significant look.
She counted down to the fifth stone and stared at it, and the ones around it. She shrugged. It was a little rounder, yes.
He held out a hand and moved his other hand over it, like he was twisting a dial on a safe. Rita pushed her aside, fitted her fingers into the slight dips in the rock and twisted it. A panel slid open.
Libby glanced over her shoulder—the men were gone. She looked up, and two small dragons were crawling slowly across, hugging the ceiling.
They dropped and flew into the dark tunnel. Rita and Dashiel followed. Libby adjusted the pack on her back, took a breath and went in.
The darkness was thick; it felt like cobwebs. She could feel it brushing her eyes as she strained to see, to make out some detail. The incline was steep and smooth. If she'd been wearing shoes with less grip, she'd be greeting the bottom by now. She reached out for balance and touched a damp, slimy wall.
Ahead, a tiny glowing ball formed. It outlined the again-human form of Zorovin. An uneasy thought was forming in her mind, and she wanted to ask Alex what he thought.
"Excuse the light,” Zorovin said. “I wanted to make sure you were all here. The dark plays tricks with my senses ... be careful."
They were plunged in utter darkness again, but not before she found Alex's hand.
* * * *Rita-Sierra shuddered. She had stayed out the glow so that her friends would not see the play of emotions across her face, the feelings that roiled in the glow of her eyes. She was confused, sickened.
Who am I? she wondered. Why am I acting this way?
—You do what must be done, a voice said to her, inside her head. You have forgotten who Rita is. She is a strong woman who forges ahead to fulfill the needs of this dying world.
—No, I haven't forgotten, she responded, and that doesn't sound like me at all.
She wished she were Sierra again. Sierra wasn't filled with this strange burning. Sierra didn't find her body doing things against her will. Sierra's mind wasn't full of plots and intrigues. The base of her back itched terribly, and she reached around to scratch it. She'd been making a habit of this, and her fingernails came away wet. She let the others go ahead a little so she could call a tiny speck of light. Under her fingernails, instead of bright-red coppery blood, was a noxious deep-plum goo that glowed ever so slightly. It smelled of foulness much, much worse than anything from her time in the grave.
—Idiot, the voice said, and the part that was Sierra curled up and cried.
Her dip into the magic had opened her up, and she was possessed. Something—Morganna Le Fay's will or something else—had coiled around her soul, forced itself into the weak connections between Rita-Sierra and her body. It now it controlled her. It prodded her forward, and she strode down the hall to catch up.
—Zorovin? Sierra called from inside herself. Help me.
Zorovin had waited for her, illuminated slightly by her light. He turned silver eyes toward her. Rita smiled happily at him, made a little wave. He turned away, as if the sight hurt his eyes. She reached up and pinched the firefly spark of illumination out.
* * * *Libby touched Alex's hand.
—Are our thoughts private? she asked him.
—As long as we touch. He shifted his hand so that hers, smaller and more fragile, slipped inside. His touch is so warm and strong, she thought, clinging to him. If we try to project over a distance, sometimes it can be overheard.
—There's something wrong with my sister.
—I know. Rita-Sierra does not seem ... stable.
—Rita-Sierra? I've slowly started to call her that in my head, although habit names her Rita.
Alex sighed.
—We will watch her, and see.
"You are not welcome here,” a voice hissed, and she felt something scratch her cheek. Her knife was out in an instant, slicing the air, but how do you fight a shadow?
"Easy,” Zorovin said, raising his hands. Fire flared along the sides of the path, scattering those who preferred the dark. “They know we are here now. We may as well have light."
Shadows flickered and disappeared, more of a warning system than a guard, she thought.
A man appeared on the path below. He started towards them, and Libby recognized him as the man she'd met on the plane, the one who gave her the box.
"Dr. Langley?” she called. “What are you doing here?"
"We failed, Libby,” he said sadly. “And to the victor go the spoils."
He raised his hand, and she felt narrow little hands shove her forward. She stumbled, let go of Alex's hand. Something clanged against the floor behind her. She turned. Bars had come across the passage, cutting her off from her friends, except for Rita-Sierra. At the memory of the hands on her back, she thought that she was probably cut off from her allies, period.
"Libby?” Alex put his hand through the bars then yanked them back as if burned. “Do not go down there. Wait. We'll get through."
"As if she has a choice,” Langley said. “Do you think it was coincidences that brought you to this moment? You did not have any choice in the paths you took. They all lead here. Unfortunately, the one before you is now permanently blocked.” There was a noise up tunnel, and he smiled as if everything were on cue. “And you can't go back."
"What happened to you? You were one of the good guys.” Libby demanded.
He laughed. “Oh, no, I was never that."
She grabbed the sheath from her belt and stuck the knife back into it. Magic would only do so much for those she was about to leave behind. She refused to look at Rita-Sierra. She could not fight her sister. She thrust the knife through the bars and dropped it.
"What the hell are you doing?” Alex asked.
"You'll come for me. You'll defeat whatever's coming down the tunnel, and you'll come for me."
Langley's hand was cold on her shoulder. “Come, now. Your husband is waiting."
Rita-Sierra's and Libby's eyes met.
"And so is our destiny,” Rita said.
* * * *"At last,” Melnue whispered, looking down into the glass. “Do you see her? The one who stole my face and my mind?"
"Aye,” Nimue said, looking deep.
The Black Queen stood over the Merlin Stone, her arms crossed as she studied it. She raised her eyes and smiled—it was as if she were looking out at the three who watched her.
An auburn-haired woman with brilliant blue eyes entered the room.
"My magic,” Nimue whispered. “She is the guardian of the Stone."
"She did a poor job,” Morganna commented.
"No.” Nimue sighed. “I did. I very much doubt she even knew what she was getting into."
"Who's that?” Melnue asked as a redhead with glowing green eyes entered the room.
"Strange,” Morganna said. “She has my magic.” She shook her head. “But it does not feel right.” She looked up, and explained. “Merlin took a sliver of my will—the will to fight, the will to keep the magic here. It was a strange, destructive thing, humans would call it a multiple personality disorder. It was as if I had a second soul.
"He took it and my magic and used them to bind the Stone and make it strong."
"You were quite mad at times,” Nimue said.
"Whatever it was, when he took it away, I felt ... better. It wasn't really that he'd stopped me from fighting, but that my mind cleared and I saw that the cause I was fighting for would only destroy the world. In fact, it already had, in some ways already.” Morganna shrugged. “If he gelded me or not, it's a small matter. But now it's mutated into its own thing. It is not mine anymore, and what it may have become frightens me."


Chapter ThirtyThe knife was marvelous. It weighed just right in his hands as he swung it at the gibbering little creatures that jumped at him. Luckily, Alex had realized that lightning, the only form of magic he had at his command, would probably kill his allies and not the little, sharp-hindlegged, sucker-cupped-handed beasts that nipped at his knees and tried to claw his face.
"This is a waste of time,” Zorovin snarled. “They are only here to keep us from our task at hand.” He picked one off his coat and threw it against the wall. It hit with a snapping of bones.
"They're limitless,” Dashiel said. He seemed to be doing more good than the two dragons.
Alex got one on the backswing and straightened. “No, I think that's it."
They stood, trying to hear over their heavy breathing.
From the cave mouth they heard the whistling that was the monsters’ rally cry. The creatures flooded the tunnel once more.
"Enough.” Zorovin grabbed Alex and Dashiel, pushing them out of the way to stand in front of them. The room seemed to darken, his form to grow. “I said enough!" His voice reverberated. The walls seemed to shake.
The creatures clattered to a stop. Ruby eyes glistened, gazing out from pale, sunken flesh. Zorobin raised a hand.
"Behind me...” He raised his hand. “I command you. I draw you from my bones...” A fire-shaped dragon burst from his palm. Its broad wings swept the corridor, filling it with the stench of death and burning.
There was a moment of silence while Zorovin surveyed his work.
"Whoa,” Dashiel said. “I hope I'm never the one who pisses you off."
Zorovin smiled a little. “I wouldn't advise it."
"I feel the prescience of The World. It's getting stronger,” Alex said.
His father nodded. He could feel magic surging even more strongly—the well from which they drew their strength was getting closer.
Alex turned. The bars melted like chocolate under his hand.
* * * *"It's good to see you, Libby,” Sabin said.
She shrugged, ears still straining to hear what was happening up the tunnel. They were in a Victorian-style drawing room, all overblown roses and scarlet velvet. Sabin sat on a couch, an ornate mahogany table next to him. A gold decanter and goblets sat on it.
Rita had crossed to the window and was staring outside. Every once in a while her shoulder would jerk, or she would shiver. Right now, Libby's own arm was pinned uncomfortably behind her back by dear old Langley, so she pretty much didn't care what was wrong with her sister.
"Now,” Sabin said, pouring a glass of wine, “you are supposed to say something like, ‘Pity I can't say the same’ or throw your hair over your shoulder and say, ‘You'll never go through with your evil plans while I'm alive.'” He chuckled. “Come on. Entertain me."
"I have zero interest in entertaining you, although I do have to say that you're carrying this dark prince thing, like, way too far.” She laughed. “I am kinda surprised you didn't dress up like a bad imitation of Bela Lugosi and saunter down the stairs."
He studied her then waggled his fingers in the air. “Not bad. Not really topical, but an okay try. But that's not what I brought you down here to discuss. See, I feel that our marriage isn't really working out for us."
Libby rolled her eyes.
"What?” he asked.
"Give me a break. You're gonna kill me and then, a second later, go, ‘There. We're divorced.’ Puh-lease."
"You know, you weren't quite what I expected,” he said, sipping the wine then holding the cup to her lips. It was like old times. He loved all wines, even the cheap ones. They would buy a bottle, and he'd pour a glass and let her taste it to see if she liked it first. If she did, he'd pour her own glass. It had been one of the things that made her think she loved him.
"And what did you expect?” she asked pulling her face away from the goblet. “Another mommy?"
Something behind those dark gold eyes shifted. “My mother was—is—the greatest of all in fairy legend. She is the most powerful, the most beautiful of all our kind. But she wanted too much, so they buried her, sealed her in crystal and abandoned her when Merlin ripped apart The World."
"Your mother,” Libby's mouth said, “was nothing more than a whore who would sell herself to whomever promised her the most power. Who is your father, Sabin? Oberon? Uliech? Or some stableboy who caught her eye?"
He ignored her. “She was everything! But they expunged her name, gave Titania and Mab and Aevil credit for all her deeds! They stripped her from even the memory of mortals."
"She is nameless, for she is not worthy of being named,” she said. “Usurpers come, and they are dealt with. Would that we had drowned her little bastard when we had the chance."
Rita turned away from the window, surprise in her eyes.
Sabin sighed. “Very well. I'll go ahead and cut out your eyes. Then perhaps, we will be able to have a reasonable conversation."
"I doubt you could do anything that requires reason."
"Oh, we'll see.” He picked a knife up off the table while Langley grabbed her other arm and held both behind her. “Well, I will, anyway."
"Wait! I want to know one thing."
He put the tip of the blade on her nose. “What?"
"Why get Langley to give me the box? Why involve me at all?"
He looked at the man behind her. “That's not Langley. The man behind you is one of the fae, using Langley's body as shelter. Langley gave the box to you because he'd read Seward's reports on your reaction to stones. He wrote you up in some journal. It's where I found out about you, too. So, he thought, apparently, that you'd be the right person to hide it.” He moved the point slowly as he talked, dragging it to her tear duct. “Unfortunately, I found him not too long afterward, and was able to ... extract the information.” He reached up, pulled her lower eyelid down.
She bit her tongue hard, but a whimper escaped.
"Don't,” Rita commanded. “We need her whole."
Libby opened her mouth to scream, but a flood of words came, instead. She could not understand them, they just came tumbling out. She let them, because Sabin backed up a step, and the man behind her trembled and fell. It's the separation song, she thought.
Langley's body convulsed as if something was being ripped out of him. Sabin didn't want to touch her, lest the spell work on him. She knew he wouldn't let her get near him, so she turned away, leapt over the now-still body. Whatever had been keeping it alive had been stripped from it by her words.
Libby ran up a set of steps, and she threw herself through the door. She was on a ledge high above the earth and in front of her, spinning like a small world, was the Stone.
"Isn't it beautiful?” Rita said. She came up behind Libby and put an arm around her waist. Her cheek, soft and pliable, rested against Libby's shoulder. They looked at it for a long moment.
There was a clattering sound on the stairs, and Rita lifted her head and gestured with her free hand. The door slammed shut.
Libby didn't move.
They were, she realized, at the highest point of the castle, on a small open balcony.
The Stone filled her world. She could do nothing but look at it.
"Magic,” Rita said. “Magic is everything."
"Yes,” Libby whispered.
"I will die, you know. Magic is the only thing keeping me alive."
Libby couldn't think. She felt dizzy. Her world was a blue, spinning haze.
"Just think,” Rita whispered, “what good magic could do for this world. It could heal everything and everyone in it."
"I doubt that,” she mumbled.
Rita heard her. She walked away, looking down at the world. “They say that magic will destroy the world, that magic and technology are too advanced along their separate paths to click together. They say that when the worlds unite their differences might kill people, but it's already a dying cause. Reuniting the worlds will bring life to us all ... out of the chaos and sacrifice there will be something better. I swear there will."
For a second, the glow in her eyes faded, and she turned and looked over her shoulder at Libby. “Do you think?"
Libby didn't answer, merely reached out her hand. It hovered over the Merlin Stone as the glow returned to her sister's eyes, stronger and fiercer than ever. She moved closer to the Stone.
She tapped it softly, reversing its spin. A crystaline pinging filled the air, like a tuning fork. She began to sing. Rita grinned, and her voice joined her sister's.
* * * *The melody drifted to them as they hurried to find Libby.
"Oh, no,” Alex whispered, hearing the song. They were halfway up the stairs, and could hear her clearly.
"No,” Zorovin said. “The words aren't right."
"But they are beautiful,” Dashiel said, and they walked the rest of the way.
* * * *"What does it mean?” Melnue asked Nimue. They could see the cliff, and the glowing orb that glowed like a tiny blue moon.
Morganna answered, weeping.
"What did she say?” Melnue asked.
"It has no translation,” Nimue said then shook herself. “I don't know about you, but right now I'm so homesick I could die."
* * * *Catherine looked up at the singer. The music shuddered through her, and she felt emptier than ever before.
"Sierra?” a voice asked behind her.
She looked at the young man blankly.
"It's me,” he said. “Raul."
"I know,” she said. “We've met."
"What are you doing out here?” he asked.
"I have to kill someone.” She shivered, and he gathered her in his arms as she began to cry.
* * * *Rita thought it was the most beautiful song she'd ever heard. She sang counterpoint, embroidering her voice in and out of Libby's. Libby knew the words because she was Nimue's counterpart in magic, and Rita simply followed. She could see, in the distance, a small round shadow crossing the sky, coming closer. The other world.
She felt her sister's hand on her shoulder. Libby sort of smiled at her as she sang, and Rita smiled back. Then Libby joined her hands together in front of her and swung her joined fists as hard as she could into Rita's jaw. Rita collapsed, and sank into nothingness.
Libby pointed at the Stone; its crazy spinning ground slowly to a halt. Above her, the shadow in the sky stopped. The Stone caught her attention, and she watched, fascinated.
* * * *"It's going away,” Sabin said.
His mother turned to go back to the cavern.
"What are we going to do?"
"Kill the little bitch, then try again. Her sister knows the song now."
"We could just cut out her eyes,” Sabin suggested, thinking longingly of all the nasty little tortures he had planned for her.
"It's not her eyes. She's been given the power of the Lady of the Lake.” She knelt, picked up a stick and straightened it, sharpened the point. She whispered to it, then nodded. “We will take care of her, then you will go up there and turn the Stone's rotation back the other way. Then everything will be alright and I won't kill you. Understand?"
* * * *Libby saw the world and understood why those who knew it capitalized the words. The World. With every line of the song, she saw its wonders. She saw the Isle of Atlantis, the peaks of Olympus, the golden walls of Camelot. She felt it, smelled it, lived it. It belonged to her, during the song—the heartbeat of it, the soul of it, the millions of little things that lived and crept upon it. She felt power like sweet golden wine replace the blood in her veins. She approached the last line of the song, and dreaded it.
Then the song ended. She stepped away from the world, and felt bereft. Strong hands caught her as her knees gave away.
"Do you see?” Zorovin's voice echoed in her head. She knew the question was more personal. Do you see why you can't keep him?
"Yes,” she said. She clung to Zorovin for a moment, and he smiled slightly.
"Good work,” he whispered. “Your will is strong. You have done what is right, despite great temptation."
She did not know, this time, if he spoke of the world, or of his son.
She stood under her own power again and backed away a little. Below her, the Black Queen smiled. She took her spear, drew her arm back and hurled it, black as night.
Alex did not see it but felt it coming. He grabbed Libby, trying to pull her back inside. He felt it pierce his shoulder and go into hers. Her eyes widened and rolled back as she fainted.
"Hold her!” he shouted, his knees weakening, but he still held her up while Zorovin raised his hand to put up a shield to fend off any more.
"It's barbed,” Dashiel told him. “Taking it out will do more damage than it did going in."
"I think it's poisoned,” Alex said. Dashiel stood behind Libby, offering support. Alex tried to hold on to her, but his arms didn't want to work. He felt a haze go over him, and sank to the ground.
"It's not bad,” Zorovin said soothingly. “That they should choose this type of poison is an insult to my powers."
There was a snapping sound as he broke the flared end off the shaft. Alex felt cold hands pull him off the shaft. He tried to sit up. He didn't hurt, was just sleepy. He shrugged out of his coat.
"You're making it worse,” Dashiel protested.
"I'll hold it over the wound,” Alex said.
"Nay, let it bleed while I take care of the woman,” Zorovin ordered.
"Won't he bleed to death?” Dashiel asked.
"He's a dragon. Dragons...” He said it a little louder, for his son's benefit. “...do not bleed to death."
Libby moaned quietly. She sat in his father's arms while Zorovin forced the spear all the way through then set her down gently. Her blood flowed freely. Zorovin looked at the spear, sniffed at it, then stepped to the edge.
"Is this the best you have, Dark One?” he called. He hefted it, and threw it into the swirl of ley lines below.
He turned and wrote small runes around Libby's wound, then around his son's, in their own blood. He knelt down beside Libby again. “I have countered the poison with my own power, but it is up to you to close the wound. Use the power that has been passed on to you to will it shut. This is something my son should already be working on."
Alex took the hint. The bleeding and his father's magic had dissipated some of the effects of the poison, and he could feel his head clearing. He willed his body to mend, supplemented and sped up things with the magic he could feel close to him.
He touched Libby's mind gently with his and showed her by example, cutting through the “It hurts” and “Leave me alones” to the part of her mind that was struggling to obey his father, leading her gently through the steps. Her mind was quick, and grasped what she had to do; and he realized that part of her already held the knowledge—she just needed someone to guide her through the pain.
"That is the ugliest healing job I've ever seen.” Zorovin inspected Alex's shoulder. Alex could feel his father's anger, and it confused him. “You've gotten sloppy,” Zorovin said, standing up.
Before his father's touch left him he felt angry accusation.
Zorovin turned to help Libby to her feet. He took the purple magic out of the bag and placed it over the Stone. Alex stood and held the bag open so his father could slip the magic-encased Merlin Stone into it.
Dashiel had run a quick reconnaissance. “Guys? We have company. Sabin and the Shadows."
Libby looked up at the large black circle that partially covered the sky. The moon was just coming out from behind it, so it was receding, albeit slowly.
"Alright,” she said, sighing. She looked at Zorovin. “He's too weak to fly."
"I know this."
"Elizabeth!” a voice called from below. “We're coming."
Libby took the bag and smiled. She kissed Alex.
"I'm sorry,” she told them, and holding the stone against her heart, she stepped backward off the ledge.
Alex threw himself flat, grabbing for her. A few strands of her hair slipped through his fingers, and then she was gone, swallowed by the blue magic below. He couldn't do anything, not catch her, not go after her, not change and be of any help to her, and the failure engulfed him.
Getting slowly to his feet, he discoverd Sabin in the doorway. His hatred for the man filled him, and he drew Libby's knife, and rushed him.
The blade impaled the arm Sabin raised to defend himself. The spell of lightning the woman next to him created had engulfed Alex, but it only fed his power. The knife, now charged with current, sank into flesh, cleaved bone, and pieced Sabin's heart.
He felt something scrabbling, climbing up the blade. Alex looked inside his mind.
—I'm dying, a voice that was not Sabin's said, a little shocked.
"Where can I go?” Sabin asked, casting his gaze around for escape.
That darkness that had scrabbled up the blade Alex dared not yet remove was Sabin, and he placed half an eye on taking over the weakened dragon.
—Oh, no, the other presence said. You aren't going anywhere.
And calling back all the will that had abandoned him years before, Jonathan wrapped his Self around Sabin, locking him in.
—I did good? he asked, although his question was directed at another, greater Force than Alex.
—Yes, Alex assured him nevertheless, finished the thrust. You did. He yanked the blade free as the light in Sabin's eyes faded forever.
He backed away, noticing the cuts on his father's cheek. The elven woman, Sabin's mother, had thrown burning rocks at him; his clothes were smoldering. Zorovin responded with an intense blast of fire. She laughed, her red hair whipping in the wind as she raised a shield to block him.
* * * *Far away, three crouched over a silver mirror.
"Now,” Morganna whispered, and the three joined hands. Melnue threw herself forward, imagined her hand penetrating the Black Queen. Two others joined hers, seized the parts that belonged to her and yanked back hard.
* * * *The Black Queen's eyes widened. Her face changed. Her hair became streaming black. She fell to one knee, and Zorovin, never one to miss an opportunity, pulled a blade out of the magic-soaked air. It slit her throat, the blade melting into her blood. She fell sideways onto the stones.
Zorovin opened his hands, and the rest of the sword disappeared.
"Ulia is dead. Now the world may truly forget her."
* * * *Libby fell a long time pulled along by the force coming from the Stone in her hands. It was as if the talisman were guiding her. The magic glow began to dim, everything became dark, and she closed her eyes and slept.
When she opened them again, she was lying on her back, stone filling her sight. She had only one hand on the bag now, and she lay half in water, half on sand. She sat up, and realized she was underground.
Standing on shaky legs, she hefted the Stone back up into her arms and made her way to the back of the cave. The shape through the material was different, and she peeked inside. The Stone had absorbed the purple magic completely, and pulsated in indigo.
White marble steps, the treads worn by many feet, led upwards, and she could see daylight at the top. It was not a long way, but she had to stop and lean against the wall several times, the stone as heavy as a corpse. It weighed on her, sapping not just the strength of her arms but of her soul.
The stairs opened into a room. She wondered who she would meet there. Sabin? Alex?
She met neither. At a desk in front of the windows sat a very, very old man.
"Hello?” she called.
He looked up. Between his lustrous white eyebrows and beard, she could hardly make out his face. His gaze settled on the Stone.
He went back to his writing. “Put it on the table, then,” he said.
She did as she was bid then wandered over to the worn velvet couch in front of the windows. The snow was thick outside. She shivered.
"Are you Merlin?” she asked after a time.
"Yes,” he muttered, “and no."
She looked out at the sky. The moon was huge, blue. In the center of it, a perfectly round disk.
"The shadow's still there,” she said. “Have I failed?"
He stopped writing with a sigh. “That ought to do it.” He put aside what he had been working on and stood. “Perhaps. You've stopped the worlds from crashing together but didn't take the time to put things right."
She turned. “I was sort of interrupted,” she pointed out.
Merlin pulled at the hole in her shirt. The wound was pink and still somewhat sore.
"I suppose so,” he conceded.
"What did you mean, yes and no? Who are you?"
"An echo,” he said. He smiled, a wizened, benevolent grin. “I died years ago, when I came to this mountain. I haven't seen another living soul this close for three hundred years. But since I cannot truly die until the world does, my body still moves. But still, I am just an echo, a copy of a copy of the original."
"How can I finish what I've started? I need to fix the worlds back into their places.” She looked out at the snow, sparkling blue and unbroken. “I want to go home."
"I can't help you,” Merlin said regretfully. “I can keep you company, I can tell you stories, but I can't help you."
"I know.” Libby sighed, with the complete tiredness that takes over when hope is gone. “You're just an echo."


Chapter Thirty-oneZorovin knelt by the edge of the balcony. It was only his grip on his son's shoulder that had kept Tor'Vanith from following Libby. He would have died. It would have been a foolish, meaningless gesture.
He could no longer bear to look at his son's face, so he turned to look at Rita instead.
"What are you so pleased about?” he snapped.
"It's good enough,” she said. “With the Merlin Stone gone, the worlds will orbit each other this way forever. The magic will flow back and forth through the new connections. I'm happy.” She closed her eyes and hummed the drawing song her sister had taught her.
He looked at the gathered forces of the Shadow King, still waiting for his cue. “You're not the only one."
He grabbed her by her shoulders and shook her. Her eyes snapped open, and he held her gaze, searching inside her.
"No,” she whispered as he clawed past the layers of protection.
He saw them all, sitting there inside her mind—Rita-Sierra ... and the ghost. He recognized her with a start.
Just as Sabin had possessed the body of the human to keep his life going, so had the ghost, long ago, possessed Morganna. It was a willing possession. Morganna had hungered for the power the ghost would bring, but had not realized the price that power demanded.
Then Merlin came and ripped the ghost out of Morganna, binding it to the Stone. The ghost had taken on some of Morganna's imprint, so that she looked and thought and acted just like Morganna, except without the humanity, without the kindness and mercy that sometimes tempered her actions.
Rita, being who she was, Libby's half-sister and one of Sabin's obsessions, had been perfect to carry the ghost, the perfect weapon against her sister.
He struck out with his mind, pushing the ghost out of the way, grabbing Rita-Sierra and dragging her forward, back into dominance of her own body.
"Zorovin! Oh God, Zorovin.” She began to weep. “I can't ... Help me, I don't know what I've done."
He looked back over his shoulder to where Tor'Vanith—no, he told himself, to where Alex—crouched, searching the river below. Dashiel sat, alert, leaning against Alex, hopelessly searching as well. Zorovin knew they would not find her. She was not even on this world anymore.
"Sierra,” he said, taking her face in his hands.
He kissed her hard, so much so that in Rita-Sierra's mind she wasn't sure if it was a out of passion or if he were drawing out poison. Her eyes fluttered shut, and she held him tightly; she could feel him inside her head again, wrapping his will around the thing that occupied her.
He pulled away abruptly, and pain arched through her head as he ripped the presence out of her skull. He walked purposely toward the edge of the platform. Was one of his eyes beginning to take on a greenish cast?
"Sierra,” he said to her, “give me five minutes then start singing. Sing until that...” He pointed a shaking finger at the shadow of the other planet. “...is gone."
"I don't know..."
"You'll remember."
"Father,” Alex began, “what are you...?"
"Stay here. Watch the Shadow King. I'll be back."
* * * *He stepped off the platform. Alex waited, willing him to change into a dragon, but he didn't. He slipped under the magic and disappeared.
* * * *She stared at the Stone. Inside, deep in the center, light blazed, swirling. Merlin, too, seemed unable to take his eyes off it. The only thing that allowed her to tear her gaze away was the sound of someone on the stairs. Whoever it was had stopped midway to have a coughing fit, so she wasn't particularly scared of who it might be.
It was Zorovin.
"The trip did not do you much good, did it?” she asked.
He leaned against the doorway. “No,” he said. Then, he sort of smiled. For a second, she saw his son in his face.
"Are you trapped here now, too?"
"Trapped?"
"Merlin says that I'm trapped here."
Zorovin slid down the wall, and she ran over to him. She wondered if his wound had not healed so well after all.
She placed a hand on his forehead. He looked up at her, one eye pale silver, the other glowing a bright, feverish green.
"Oh,” she whispered.
"I am still in control,” he said, “but not for long."
She smelled the mustiness of the old man's presence behind her.
"You always were a foolish lad,” Merlin said to Zorovin.
"I am sorry that I have not visited in so long,” Zorovin said. “But I thought that tonight was as good a night as any to rectify that mistake."
Merlin examined the dragon king's eyes then sighed.
"Well, I trapped that spirit once, I can do it again.” He looked at Libby. “Go into the other room. There are some colored stones sitting on a shelf under the window. Bring the smallest red one to me."
"Okay.” She got up, but Zorovin grabbed her arm.
"Then sing for me?"
"Yes,” she said, understanding what he meant. She ran to fetch the stone.


The Castle(where the Black Queen reigns)The Black Queen was not yet dead. So strong was the pain that she wished she was, but then Ulia had never been so easily defeated. Zorovin was slipping she thought, chucking delightedly. She put her hand up to her neck. Blood crusted in her clothes and hair, and there was a gaping hole across her throat, making breathing impossible. But Ulia had not been called queen of the dead for naught.
She stood painfully, looking over at the corpse her son had so recently inhabited. She touched it, willed her mind into it, but the spirit had long left the flesh. Too long, she thought. The path between life and death was too far, too dangerous for her to travel and retrieve him, especially in this state. If it had been his own body, no matter how long a length of time had passed, she could have gotten him.
"Farewell, my child,” she said, but the truth was, she was not certain she cared. If the years can not wear away at the flesh, they wear away at the spirit, and her spirit had long been stripped of most emotions. She had her purpose, still, and her secret weapon. It would drive her on, even if she had no one to share her victory with.
She kicked the body over the balcony, and into the swirling maelstrom below. The shadow was still in the sky. She still had time.
She ran down the steps and into the courtyard. As she ran, she imagined herself a fleeing shadow, so that no one would notice that she was still alive. She would make it to the Shadow King, were he waited for the power, for the shadow horses to rise from the ground, for his people to regain their form and ride out to conquer.


Chapter Thirty-two"The stone is gone. The shadow still rides the sky. They need us."
"We have sworn to stay out of human affairs. Our time is past, Nimue, we cannot interfere."
Melnue stood up, her hair like flame. She was a warrior-woman now. “I have taken no such vows. Send me."
"Melnue...” Morganna began.
"I am Bronwyn, daughter of Shera the Betrayer. My people were sent for, and they will come. The man I love will rush out thoughtlessly into a battle he knows nothing of. I will not let this stand, not just for my people, but for all who breathe. Vows or not, we have a duty to help when we can, to save lives, to prevent suffering. Nimue, send me."
"You will not go alone,” Nimue said.
Morganna was the last to stand. “Very well,” she said. “But only sorrow can come of this. I know it."
As one they stepped on the mirror. There was a soft flash, and the room was empty, save for a circle in the floor and a dab of candle wax.
* * * *Alex had led them to another pinnacle, easier to defend and somewhat more out of the way. Rita-Sierra, her eyes a normal hazel with brown edges, held a bowl filled with gold magic in her hands. She sang slowly, haltingly, and every once in a while Alex would add a word. He saw a shadow run across the courtyard, and began to worry. His attention on Rita, he tried not to think of what was happening, just guide the woman through the song and be ready if they were attacked.
It was not easy.
"'Ware left, Alex,” Dashiel warned.
On the horizon, a ship under full sail crossed the land, parting trees and earth with its keel. Two people waited off to the side of the ship's path, waving to it. To his right, on the ridge, the Shadows stirred. He should have gone after the one he saw earlier, he realized, for it had carried a message that was exciting them, getting them and what was left of the vile creatures that served them to make ready.
Behind him, a woman spoke.
"Melnue ... I mean, Bronwyn, the ship is coming. Go, catch up to them, tell them what is going on."
"Yes, Nimue."
He turned. It was the Black Queen. Dashiel snarled.
"Relax,” the pale woman next to her said. “It is not her. Ulia stripped the form of this young woman for her own purposes. This is Bronwyn."
Bronwyn nodded and left.
Nimue approached; Alex recognized her from the knowledge his father had passed down to him. The third woman was Morganna, then.
Nimue touched Rita lightly. “Shush, now."
"I'm not helping?” Rita asked.
"It is too late to close the door. Let me and my sister take care of it."
"And they call me fae?” Morgan said. “If you're about what I think you're about..."
Nimue tucked her arm under her half-sister's. “Sing with me, now. We must, or else everything will shatter."
And so they began the song. This time it sounded right, less clumsy. Alex took Rita's arm and backed away, and wished he knew if he was doing the right thing.
* * * *She stood in front of the window, the Merlin Stone in her hands. She crooned to it gently, coaxing it to do her will. Behind her, Merlin was worked on Zorovin.
"Ah-ha!” Merlin said. “Not such an echo, after all, am I?"
"Nay. And thank you.” Zorovin sounded as relieved as he did grateful. Libby smiled to herself as she kept singing.
The shadow was not moving.
The glow in the center of the Stone began to grow. She put her voice to it, singing louder, the words more sure. The Stone vibrated, and she thought, At last we're getting somewhere!
The vibration grew. The Stone burned her hands, and Libby tried to ignore the heat, the pain. Electricity surged out, and the pain combined with the Stone's vibrations caused it to leap from her hands.
It shattered on the floor.
"Oh! Oh, no, Lord,” she whispered, kneeling by the lifeless fragments. She tried to piece them back together and ended up cutting herself on the shards.
Zorovin knelt by her. “That did not help our cause,” he said with a sigh.
"It is worse than you think,” Merlin said. He frowned. “Someone has interfered again, putting their oars in where they don't belong."
The ground began to shake as the glow returned. A flash of intense light blinded them temporarily as it ripped away the wall in front of them and shattered the windows.
Blinking to regain their sight, they stepped forward, past the shattered window frames and ripped boards. Breaking into the snowpack on the right was a ship. On the left, the Shadow Kind roared in triumph as shadows spun and spiraled and became huge beasts. The shadows themselves became three dimensional, and Libby knew the army of Shadow would now be able to sweep across the land.
The ice and snow gave away to the castle. She looked across and met Dashiel's gaze.
"Oh, yes,” he growled. “That was helpful."
* * * *They started across the ice. Dashiel leapt off the balcony and met them. Rita backed away, but Alex took her hands.
"It's all right,” he said, “just a small leap."
Zorovin stood on the edge of the cliff. It was a long way down to the cracked and shattered courtyard below. He held up his arms.
"It is okay. Come now. I am here."
He caught her, and she hugged him tightly, and he marveled at how different she felt from the woman he first knew. He set her carefully on the snow. Inside, where it mattered most, she was the same.
"You're safe,” she said.
"Aye.” He smiled, but it faded when he looked over at his son and Libby. Alex was kissing her as if his life depended on it. Zorovin blinked.
"It'll be alright,” Rita-Sierra said gently.
"Enough,” Zorovin ordered. “The forces of Shadow are now flesh. It will be a long battle, but sooner started, sooner done, eh?"
"Oh, dear,” Rita-Sierra said. “I think he's watched too much TV."
"Hopefully nothing with Shakespeare in it. I couldn't stand any long, rousing speeches right now,” Dashiel added.
"I'm sorry to kill the levity of the moment, here,” Libby said, “but things have just gotten a tiny bit worse.” She pointed at the sky.
Zorovin cursed viciously in Draconian.
"I thought the Heamorris-Seps long dead,” Alex said as its huge wings beat across the face of the moon.
Alex changed; Libby did not look away as his skin changed to scale and his bones reshaped themselves.
"Not without me,” she said, leaping up on his back.
A ridge of bone and scale ran down his spine, and she fit herself between two of them, pulling her knife free and hoping she could hold on with only one hand.
He launched into the sky. She felt as though she had left her stomach on the ground behind her, and she refused to look down to the ground.
She was flying, and it was different, because things were not as safe and secure as the last time. She could fall. In fact, she thought, as he wheeled into a turn, closing in on the Heamorris, she probably would.
Alex roared; it rang in her ears. The Seps turned, its splayed, hook-like fingers reaching. Libby could see the Black Queen grinning with joy. She exalted in the evil of the thing she sat on, Libby realized.
Alex banked into another turn, avoiding the sweep of the Sep's claw.
"I would not have brought you,” Alex said.
"You could not have stopped me."
"It is only worthy to die if you can take the Seps with you,” Alex said. “I will distract it. Go for its eyes."
"Got it,” she said as he dove under the monster then climbed steeply again. They were upside down above it now, speed the only thing helping Libby maintain her seat as she slashed at its eyes. Her dagger caught one before Alex twisted to avoid claws on his soft belly. A roar of pain from the Seps and one of anger from the rider followed them as Alex flew away toward the castle.
"What are you doing? I think I got him."
"One eye. The second one will not be so easy."
"But we're running away."
"No,” Alex explained patiently, “we're luring."
They flew around towers and spinnerets, over roofs and under arches. The Seps followed clumsily, colliding with walls as it took turns badly. Alex envisioned his plan to her, and Libby said she understood.
She leapt off his back and onto a small tower roof. The Seps banked sharply, and Libby leapt again, catching the queen by her long black hair and one shoulder. Unfortunately, Ulia clung firmly to her perch and clawed at Libby's face as Libby struggled to get her foot up on one of the Seps's slick wings.
Alex flew straighter, so as not to force the Seps to run into things and jar her off. Unfortunately, this also meant the Seps was catching up to him.
* * * *"Damn them,” Zorovin growled. He was in dragon form, his voice sharp within the minds of the allies who stood and watched with them. “Finally."
Two elven men approached, the taller bearing a flame-colored rock. “We have been looking for the dragons. I am Terisoth, and this is my cousin, Aïs."
"Hi,” Aïs said, sounding nervous. He shifted the bundle he was carrying in his arms.
Zorovin bowed his long neck so his eyes were on a level with the two elves.
"And what did you want?"
Terisoth held out the rock. “We found this where the thing was buried,” he said. He held out a ring as well.
Seps's Bane was the name for the rock. “Is this all you have of it?” Zorovin asked.
Aïs unwrapped the bundle—more Seps's Bane in several decent-sized chunks. Zorovin held out one clawed hand, and they piled what they had of it in his palm.
"Will it be enough?” Terisoth asked.
"Oh, I think so,” Zorovin said. “Especially since I intend to make sure that thing swallows every bit."
* * * *She managed to get one foot on the joint where wing connected to body and levered herself up. Ulia pounded on her foot, twisting and trying to force Libby to let go. Libby slashed the queen's hand with the dagger and yanked, lifting her out of her seat. She managed to get her other foot under Ulia. Ahead, Alex maneuvered so the Seps was forced to turn wildly.
They fell. Libby let her go, calling with her mind.
Claws caught her, but they were not Alex's. Alex was above her, holding the Seps back from going after its mistress. It was Zorovin who held her, who set her off onto a nearby roof. The surface was slick, and she skidded; but she managed to get her balance and focused on the dragon battle.
The Seps managed to flip Alex off, and the dragon spun towards the ground trying to get his wings untwisted. He managed, swooping low then back up. Zorovin flew at the Seps's face, back claws going for the eyes as Alex ducked underneath to rake the skin of its belly. They each grabbed an arm and pulled in opposite directions. The Seps opened its wide mouth, and Zorovin threw something into it. The monster seemed to choke on it and fell from the sky, landing with a crack not far from where the Black Queen lay, bones shattered on the courtyard stones.
She raised her arms over her head, holding her hands tight together. Alex wheeled and swooped down, picking her up on one finger; she felt her feet leave the slate rooftop.
* * * *When they landed, Libby ran over to Merlin.
"All right, now what?"
Merlin pointed to the sky. There was a muddy orange haze on the horizon. Sunrise?
"The planets have been separated for so long it's no longer the natural order of things. With luck, everything will return to normal as the blue moon sets."
"God, I hope so,” she said.
The dragons were joining the battle, and so, Libby decided, must she.


Chapter Thirty-threeIt was harder than Rita-Sierra had thought it would be. She took a sword off one of the bodies—a pale blonde elf—and hacked Shadows with it the best she could. Dashiel was near, taking them down with teeth and claws. Her arms grew tired. Her hair, more than once, became an enemy target as they grabbed it and pulled, trying to use the pain to bare her neck. She was too stubborn to give in.
Her bare feet slipped on black blood, and she fell. She thought perhaps she really had died this time and was in hell. A Shadow grinned at her, and raised his sword.
Someone stepped between them, hacked the creature with inexpert moves. Raul smiled at her over his shoulder. She blinked when a very familiar blonde held out a hand.
"Cathy?"
"Come on!” Cathy said.
Rita-Sierra grabbed the woman's hand and got to her feet. The light was changing, turning more gold. Were they near the magic lake again?
There was a shout of triumph. Someone pointed to the sky.
What now? she wondered, avoiding an axe and coming around with her sword. The weapons clashed, and she didn't know how she was going to get hers back.
The Shadow looked over her shoulder. Its white eyes widened, and it screamed and faded.
The Shadows ran, but there was no reprieve from the sun as it rose, huge and golden, the sky pink and orange and luminous blue. Rita grinned at it, looked around. The elves from the ship lowered their swords. The terfas’ remains lay in splintered piles.
Raul looked around, dazed, his broken sword coated in noxious black stuff that steamed and burned away. He had a cut on his cheek. Rita-Sierra ran over to him and hugged him tightly.
"You're all right!"
"Yeah.” He grinned, as if he couldn't believe it. “I am."
"I was worried,” she whispered. “But it's all right now. It's over."
"I finally got to see some real magic,” he said, awed.
She laughed. “Yes, I suppose you did.” She looked over at the body she'd lived in these past years. Cathy was backing away shyly. “Cathy! Please, come here."
Cathy looked at her uncertainly. The clothes looked a little worse for wear, but otherwise, she'd weathered through. It was so weird to look at Cathy, to see her reflection come alive and walk around and talk and have its own expressions.
Rita-Sierra looked at Raul. “You're going to have to let her in,” she said. “Sierra left the keys in the house."
"Which one is Sierra?” he said. “I can't keep it straight."
"I'm the girl you used to know, and she's the one you know now,” she said. She kissed him goodbye. “I'll miss you. Do me proud in school, okay?"
"Okay,” he agreed.
She walked over to Cathy. “Take good care of him. He's a good man."
"I will,” Cathy said. “I promise."
Rita-Sierra sniffed and began to walk away.
"Oh!” she said, and turned back. “The passwords, bank numbers—everything is on a slip of paper in the kitchen, taped to the bottom of the drawer in the stove."
"It's a good life you've left me,” Cathy said. “I'll make as good of a Sierra as I can."
Rita smiled, and continued away.
She felt very lonely. She passed Bronwyn, who was hugging a young elf, taller than her, dark-haired. They looked like they wanted to melt into each other.
"We're not waiting another moment to wed,” he informed her fiercely.
She saw the elves she'd encountered earlier, the taller one talking to an elven woman the color of ice.
"You did well on the field, Terisoth,” she said. “You should come with us on the ship. My husband and I would be pleased to have you."
"Lady Isis,” Terisoth said, “I would be honored, but Aïs and I have obligations at home."
"You're joking, right?” Aïs said.
"You could both come,” she said. “Perhaps catch us up with the ways of the world. Then, we could return you in a year or so."
"I think I'd like that,” Terisoth said. Aïs nodded.
"Since we're on land,” Isis said, “we'll visit your village. Of course, we'll have to send the ship back to sea first."
Rita moved on. Dashiel was talking to a man some of the elves had called “Captain” in the height of battle. The captain had knelt on one knee. He listened with seriousness to whatever Libby's pet was saying.
She came up behind Alex, put her hand on his arm.
"What are you going to do now?"
"I don't know,” he said. “I'm not sure it's up to me."
She patted him. “Come,” she said, “Help me get my things out of the boat."
* * * *Libby stood in the courtyard of the castle. She had run down to make sure the Black Queen and the Seps were both, indeed, dead.
The battle was over, and she wondered what the tally would be. The shadow was slowly fading from the sky. Ahead of her, the sun was a bright beacon of hope, and behind, the moon was setting, slowly fading back to the pale silver-white of mundane life.
"Libby?” Dashiel called.
She knelt beside him, wrapped her arms around him. “Thank God, you're safe,” she whispered.
"The elven captain, Cearvus, and I were just speaking,” Dashiel said. “They think the elves will be able to create a sort of magic field that will allow me to remain as I am now."
"You mean, if you stay here, you won't be able to talk anymore?"
"Everything goes back to normal,” Dashiel said. “I think I'll go. I'm not sure I'm ready to be just a dog yet."
She swallowed. “I totally understand,” she said, even though it hurt to say it.
"I'll write. I'll be able to dictate.” He cocked his head and looked at her. “You better tape our show. I'll want to watch it when I get back."
She laughed.
"I see you in a few minutes, Libby,” he said. “I've got some other goodbyes."
"I love you,” she said, and was rewarded with a lick.
She wiped her face off, and not all of it was doggy spit. She watched him go, and she decided it would be selfish of her to cry, even though she knew she would miss him. Didn't stop her, though.
"I guess you humans would say we lucked out,” Zorovin said. He moved in whispers, she thought. You never knew where he was. She would miss him, as well—and whoever he took away with him when he left.
He held a little blue-and-gold magic in his palm. He shuffled the liquid back and forth between hands then rolled a ball of it between his knuckles.
"You were very brave,” he said as he played with the magic. “You are ... most worthy."
"Thank you,” she said, blushing. “I was so scared. I can't believe ... it's all going to be all right, isn't it?"
"It will be normal,” he said. “That's all you can ask, really."
"I guess.” She looked at the magic flowing, in ever lowering levels, past them. “I think I might miss some of it, though."
He plucked a couple of hairs from his head, placed them on top of the magic in one palm and squeezed. When he opened his hand again, the magic was gone, leaving in its place a stone, ocean-blue marbled with gold flecks, on a chain made of fine silver links.
She looked at it.
"Take it,” he said. “It is your ... wedding present."
"I don't know if he's going to stay,” she said.
"He will,” Zorovin told her. “And perhaps it is for the best. He has ... changed.” He spoke with resignation. Then he looked at the necklace again. She took it in both hands.
"Thank you,” she said. “It is beautiful."
"Magic will never truly leave you,” Zorovin continued. “You can use it to call me from time to time. I should like to know how you do.” He sighed. “I should like to hear when you give me a grandchild."
She put it on. “I will."
He turned away, and she could feel some of his grief. She understood. She felt like she was losing so much she wanted to hold on to.
He began to climb the steep pathway. He held his hand out to her.
"It's not an easy way up. We might as well help each other."
She smiled, and took his hand.
"My only regret,” she said, as she worked her way up, “is that I haven't really gotten to know you."
"You humans always think these things are the end,” Zorovin said, crouching on the rim of the cliff. He grabbed her wrists and pulled her up. “There is always time, as long as you breathe."
She stepped away from him, smiling. He smiled back, a little.
"Now, I must go see about your sister."
"Do you love her?” Libby asked.
"I suppose I must,” he admitted, “but to my sorrow, I shall never really know if it is me she loves, or my magic."
Libby thought, and said, “You know, she already made the ‘relationship for magic’ mistake once, so, I think maybe you can trust her not to do it again."
He thought about this for a moment, then, very formally, said, “I pass on to you the most precious thing I possess. Take care of him."
She hugged him fiercely, and let him go before he could feel the need to return the gesture. She wasn't sure if he was human enough to do so without discomfort.
"Ah. Here they come."
"Where's your boat?” Libby asked Rita.
"We pushed it off,” Alex said. He looked at Libby for a long moment then looked away, as if he couldn't bear it.
"Maybe it'll beat Zorovin back to The World,” Rita said, hefting the knapsack on her back. “We went and got my things out of it, anyway."
"Your sister does not have the type of magic that would allow her to become a dragon.” Zorovin said to Rita. “It was my objection to her, because I knew she could not come with us, and if she could, it would not be a life for a human, to live in the northern frost barrens. But you could. If you wanted to. And my son could stay here."
"Do you really want me to?” she asked, sounding doubtful.
Zorovin wrapped Rita in his coat. She stood, trembling. Their eyes met, and she smiled brightly at him, as if his words in her mind were wondrous and sweet.
"Yes. I'll go,” she said. She smiled widely. “I will go wherever you want to take me."
"Rita...” Libby said.
Her sister threw her arms around her, hugging her tightly.
"I love you, Libby,” she said. “And I'll miss you, but this is what I've always wanted, so don't be sad, okay?"
Merlin came over. “Last call, Zorovin,” he said.
Nimue stood beside him. “It is time, Libby. You must give up your eyes."
"I must?"
Nimue nodded. “Do you give them to me? Of your own free will?"
Libby nodded. Nimue placed icy magic-filled hands over her eyes. There was a pulling, a tugging, as the power was extracted from her.
When Nimue stepped away, Libby felt bereft, empty, like all of her senses had been shut off and she was left all alone in her body.
"There,” Nimue said. “Now I can go home."
"You're leaving with him, then?” Morganna asked.
"I rather thought we would both go,” Nimue answered. “Aren't you the least bit homesick? Or curious as to what has happened to our kind?"
"I thought ... I never thought they would have me."
"It is time, Morganna,” Merlin said, and she smiled. Nimue took her hand, and the three walked across to the chamber. They stepped carefully around the shattered glass and splinters of wood, and into Merlin's home.
Rita clutched the coat tightly and took Zorovin's hand. “Name one of your children after me,” she said to her sister. She was grinning widely, excited.
"What shall I name her?"
She shrugged. “Take your pick. I'm Sierra in my heart, but Rita wasn't so bad."
"I will,” she promised.
Libby crossed to Zorovin and hugged him. He pulled away, patted her shoulder awkwardly. He looked at his son, and Alex nodded. They touched hands briefly, and what words they exchanged in the brief moment, Libby never asked.
Together, Zorovin and Sierra stepped off the battlements ... and disappeared. A moment later, they reappeared. They were dragons, one black-and-silver, the other ruby-and-gold. The ruby one had eyes like emeralds, and she carried a knapsack in her claws. They flew around each other, playfully diving over Alex and Libby so low Libby could have reached out and touched them if she'd wanted to. Then, they swung back and flew through the rift.
"She's beautiful,” Libby whispered.
"They both are,” Alex said.
He took her hand, and they picked their way through the ruins.
The elven ship was loading. They could see Dashiel on the gangway, and she waved. He barked twice and ran up into the ship.
"He spoke to me before you came,” Alex said. “We'll see him again."
"I'll bet he made you promise to take care of me."
"Oh, he knew I would, promise or no.” He paused. “But he and your sister both threatened terrible, painful tortures if they find out I haven't dedicated my life to making you happy."
Libby laughed. “What did you say?"
"I said I would deserve it."
They left the castle and climbed up onto a ridge, where they sat and watched the world return to normal. The joining faded, the snow began to melt.
"Do you really want to stay with me?” Libby asked at last.
"No, I thought I'd break my father's heart for nothing."
"Sarcasm isn't very romantic,” she whispered.
"I love you, Libby. More than what I really am, I love you. More than the people I left behind."
She wrapped her arms around him.
"You're my dreams,” she said softly, simply, and they sat there, wrapped in each other, while the sun rose and banished the sapphire moon. While the castle crumbled and became a slag heap again. While the magic ley lines dried up. They sat and watched, mourning little things, relieved that they would be together after all.
He looked down at her and said, “You know, you have the prettiest brown eyes."
She smiled, and knew that everything would be normal. Like Zorovin said, that was all you could really ask.
She put her arms around her dragon, and he kissed her. At least, normal for now.


EpilogueTime passed, and Libby and Alex kept busy. First, she had to fix her cabin. It was still a fortress from the world, which, while not infested with magic, was still infested with evil; and a girl liked a safe and secure place to lay her head.
They visited the grave of a theater actress, last name Black, and left flowers there, although they knew there was no body under the stone. In fact, it was a case they would soon watch on an evening news magazine, amazed at what weird things the reporters took to be suspicious, and at the things that seemed to be completely made up. There was no mention of Nimue or Bronwyn, although an abandoned school gym played largely in the story.
They revisited Cooper's Rock in time to see the rhododendron bloom. Libby touched the rock to see if she could feel the beast, but there was nothing but emptiness and peace.
As for explanations as to what happened on that night of the blue moon, no one sought any. As far as the world was concerned, butterflies did not have vampiric tendencies, flowers did not sing, and there had not been rivers of magic flowing past their doorsteps.
There was one article about a ghost ship floating through town.
Alex does Libby's accounts. He drags her to conventions, and he laughs when people ask him if he minds his wife's fame. People talk about them behind their backs, envious of how much they love each other, charmed by the romance writer living every romance reader's dream.
Sometimes, when there is a second full moon in a month, they stand together next to a window and hang a pendent with a fine silver chain from the latch. They whisper to it, and listen with their ears pressed close.
But that is only once in a blue moon.
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