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      An oracle, in my experience, rarely gets spontaneous visions for her own benefit. Usually my prophecies direct me to help others. The transit from the climate-controlled Gunther Node to the outdoors access point made me wish this wasn’t true. The February night was unusually cold, slapping me with a full-body shiver that came close to being painful. I’d worked up a warm glow during my martial arts training session, so I was in shirtsleeves. That was a mistake. I could have used a warning about the drop in temperature.

      I fumbled into my hoodie and ran to my car, the enormous Tahoe I referred to as my land yacht. Sergio, the night attendant, strolled forward to greet me. “Hey, Helena, you look cold.”

      “Sergio, it’s a good thing I like you, because otherwise I would say something really rude.” Sergio wasn’t wearing anything heavier than a windbreaker over his coveralls, but he looked comfortably warm.

      “I don’t believe you,” Sergio said. “You’re, like, the politest person I know. How do you do it?”

      I hit the ignition and sat shivering in the front seat, waiting for the heater to wake up and do its job. “You only see me when I’m in public. I promise I’m not always this civil.”

      Sergio chuckled. “Uh-huh. Right.” He winked and walked around the rear of the land yacht to open the rolling gate. The Gunther Node’s access point near the Columbia River had been destroyed in a missile attack, and the new access point was in this auto repair shop in Gresham, deep in an industrial neighborhood. It was, in fact, a legitimate business, though it was unusual in being the only one in the area open at all hours. The smells of motor oil and gasoline filled the chill night air.

      Warm air finally flowed through the vents, and my seat warmer—ah, seat warmers, the high-water mark of automotive decadence—kicked into gear. I flexed my cold fingers and put the land yacht in gear. Waving to Sergio, I backed out of the yard and headed for home.

      I glanced occasionally at the map on my land yacht’s screen as I maneuvered the Tahoe through the dark and winding streets of Portland. Exactly one month ago, Malcolm and I had moved our little family into our new home, and the secluded neighborhood was enough off the beaten trail that I still wasn’t totally familiar with the route between the house and, well, anywhere else.

      I liked the new house, and I liked the seclusion, which struck me as typical of Portland—little overgrown, forested neighborhoods in the heart of the city—but I still missed my old home, destroyed in the same missile attack that had taken out the access point, and I was reluctant to give my whole heart to the new one. Still, things could be worse. There’s nothing like having your house blown up by a secret paramilitary organization to make you appreciate what you have.

      I sped past the Ogilvys’ house, or rather the mailbox at the end of their long drive. Their house, like ours and the other five houses nearby, was far enough from the road to be hard to see thanks to the many trees and bushes obscuring it. I guessed visibility would be almost nonexistent during the summer, when everything was in full leaf. We’d met Chase and Debra Ogilvy once, and they were nice enough, but I’d felt their personalities matched their secluded, somewhat distant house. None of our neighbors had been outgoing in welcoming us, which was another thing I missed about my home… and now I was done thinking about it. No point dwelling on the past.

      The old-fashioned street lamp at the foot of our drive glowed a warm welcome. The lamp had appealed to me from the start, even before we’d seen the house: a tall iron base supporting three lanterns at different heights, all of them casting mixed shadows over the driveway. The mailbox flanking it wasn’t so appealing, because the neighbors had told us the sturdy brick structures that looked like tiny pizza ovens were necessary to protect against casual vandalism. The reminder that there were people in the world who delighted in destruction ruined the mailbox’s whimsical charm.

      The arching branches of rows of maple trees, black against the moonlit sky, curved over the driveway. Ahead, the carriage lanterns hanging on the carport and the garage joined the streetlamp in welcoming me home. I parked in the oversized garage and turned off the ignition, then sat for a moment, enjoying the dimness and stillness. I felt the warm, stretched-out sensation that came after a good workout, all my muscles pleasantly relaxed, my mind calm. These training sessions with Sibby Gonzalez were having an effect on my ability to defend myself, but they also were improving my stamina and strength.

      I collected my purse and workout bag and went inside. The house was quiet except for the distant sound of conversation I quickly identified as coming from the television. It was after eight-thirty in the evening, so the kids would all be in bed. “Asleep” was probably too much to hope for, but as long as they were quiet, I was satisfied.

      Nobody was downstairs, so I followed the sound of the television upstairs, checking in on each of my children as I passed their bedrooms. Alastair was huddled under the blankets with a flashlight, reading. He wasn’t trying to hide—he knew we didn’t mind after-hours reading because he never stayed awake past nine—but he’d said he liked how it felt to be in a cave of blankets at night. Duncan was asleep, sprawled across his bed like he meant to colonize enemy territory. Night-Noon, our elven caracal, curled up beside him. She was a cat the size of a German shepherd who believed she was an ordinary housecat, and she didn’t mind scrunching up in what little space Duncan left available.

      Jenny was also asleep, clutching one of her new dolls. Almost everything we’d owned had gone up in the fire after the missile attack. Some of those losses, like the children’s Christmas ornaments or the boxes of photos from my own childhood my mother had given me that weren’t yet digitized, were devastating. In general, though, our wealth made replacing most things easy.

      But word had gotten out in the Warden community that the Campbell children had nothing, and at Christmastime, the presents had poured in. Dolls for Jenny, Lego for Duncan, piles and piles of books for Alastair. Nothing so outrageous that they were spoiled, thankfully, but enough that when we bought the new house, their rooms didn’t look bare and sad.

      I paused for a while outside Jenny’s door, watching her small face relaxed in sleep. I savored Jenny’s peaceful moments. She was an empath, someone who felt the emotions of others as if they were her own, and although she was making progress in her ability to control what she felt, there were still far too many episodes (my word, not that of her doctor Loretta Deveaux) for me to relax my vigilance.

      Sighing, I walked to the end of the hall. Malcolm was sitting up in bed, dressed for sleep in black boxers and T-shirt, watching His Girl Friday on the television screen above the fireplace. “Good, you’re home. Did the workout go all right?”

      “As ever.” I sank onto the bed and leaned in for a kiss. “I mean, I wouldn’t want to take you on, but I’m more confident that I could take out a random mugger.”

      “It’s a good start.”

      I sighed again. “I know. The goal is for me to be able to defend myself against a Savant, though they seem dormant these days.” The Savants, the paramilitary organization that had destroyed my home, hadn’t done anything to bring themselves to the Wardens’ attention in the three months since their last, devastating attack. I knew better than to assume that meant they weren’t a threat anymore, but I’d stopped looking in my rear view mirror as often as I used to.

      Malcolm put his hand around my waist and pulled me closer. “Go get changed and join me. I’m in the mood to hold you.”

      “I love that mood.”

      I’d showered at the Gunther Node, so I just tossed my clothes into the hamper and pulled on my cutest pajamas, in case holding turned into something more active. Out of everything different in our new house, the dressing room attached to our bedroom had taken the most getting used to. It was easily the size of the bedroom itself and had more cupboards and closets than Malcolm and I combined could use. The rose-colored walls and nut-brown floorboards made the cupboards look like a high-end couturier’s boutique, not exactly welcoming. Maybe someone more committed to fashion, like my best friends Judy and Viv, would appreciate it. I just felt out of place.

      The feeling halted me where I stood, and I closed my eyes and breathed in the faint scent of lavender from the diffuser on a high shelf where Night-Noon couldn’t reach it. I needed not to indulge those feelings. I’d been the primary decider when we chose this house, and it was better for me to dwell on what I loved about it than to focus on the ways in which it fell short.

      An alarm jerked me out of my reverie. It wasn’t the fire alarm or the carbon monoxide sensor, both of which would have been a relief by comparison. The dull braap braap braap was something worse. It was the proximity alarm that said someone was trespassing on our property.

      My heart ratcheted into overdrive. I dashed from the dressing room to find Malcolm pulling his gun from beneath the mattress. It was magically keyed to him so it would only fire if he was the one to squeeze the trigger, but the kids all knew not to touch it anyway.

      “Helena, watch the doors in case this is a serious incursion.” Malcolm didn’t bother putting on warmer clothes aside from his slippers, which were soled to allow for walking around outside.

      I ran with him down the hallway, pausing at Alastair’s door to say, “Don’t worry. We’ll see what it is,” to Alastair. He was sitting up in bed with his book clutched to his chest.

      “Is it intruders?” he asked. He didn’t sound worried, just curious, and I briefly cursed the circumstances that had led to my children being blasé about being in danger.

      “We don’t know. Dad will find out. You stay put until I call for you, okay?”

      Alastair nodded vigorously. I knew him well enough to realize he hoped I’d call him to help fight. Nine years old and already dreaming of being a warrior for justice.

      Malcolm had already clattered down the stairs to the great room, where he turned on the television using the special remote control. That one turned the TV into a monitor revealing the many protections layered over this house. The proximity warning attached to the invisible perimeter fence. The shrouds, also invisible, that deflected magical attacks, human or elven. The tiny explosive devices that could be armed with a push of a button once we determined an intruder meant us harm and wasn’t just Chase Ogilvy coming to borrow a cup of sugar. A handful of lesser defenses. And, of course, dozens of security cameras that meant no inch of our property was free of surveillance.

      Malcolm brought up the view that showed all the display windows as little tiles in a grid. “There,” he said, shoving the remote into my hands, and ran for the back door.

      I hadn’t seen anything out of the ordinary, so I scanned the little windows until I saw movement. The cameras represented the pinnacle of the glass magus’ art, and the views showed the yards and the driveway in perfect clarity, though without much contrast. I pressed the button that would change the display. All the little windows turned green with traditional night vision resolution. I found it easier to interpret, but even so, it took me a while to perceive what Malcolm had reacted to. Something moved in one of the squares, a lumbering shape low to the ground. A bear, maybe. How a bear had gotten this far into the city, I didn’t know, and instinct told me this wasn’t the whole story.

      I checked all the displays showing approaches to the house. Nothing moved except Malcolm, who came into view near the carport. He cut across the rear lawn, gun at the ready. Belatedly I hit the cancel button, and the alarm shut off. If there was more than one intruder, I wanted the warning of the sirens going off again.

      Malcolm left one square for another. The creature he was stalking had stopped moving, but I couldn’t make out more than that, even with the night vision setting. Slowly, Malcolm came into view in the same window as the intruder. I made myself check the other windows. If this was an ambush—but nothing else moved.

      Malcolm stopped with his back to the camera, his body blocking the view of the intruder. He shoved his gun into his waistband and, to my surprise, picked up the creature and strode back toward the house. I followed his progress in the windows until a tap at the French doors brought me to myself. I hurried to unlock the doors and let Malcolm in. “Malcolm, what is it?”

      “A puzzle,” Malcolm said.

      He laid his burden down on one of the sofas. It looked like a furry monster at first glance, but a second look told me it was a person wrapped in a heavy fur coat or cloak. Malcolm folded the coat back, revealing an unconscious woman.

      No. Not a woman. I took in the unnaturally pale skin, the lank, tangled white-blonde hair, the shadows of her cheeks and brow ridges that were almost blue. It wasn’t a woman.

      It was an elf.

      My heart again lurched, fear battering at me. Elves had been trapped in their realm of Faerie for a thousand years as the barrier humans had erected to protect themselves poisoned their land and, eventually, them as well. Now they wanted revenge. If the Savants were dangerous, elves were a hundred times worse. “You brought her inside?” I exclaimed. “Malcolm, what if this is a trap?”

      “If she was booby-trapped, the wards neutralized any hidden bombs. And she made no effort to disguise herself. I think the shrouds worked as advertised and stripped her of most of her defenses. If this is a trap, we would already see more elves coming through the slip she made.”

      “That’s not possible,” I said. “We’re protected. No elf can open a portal anywhere close to here.”

      “Like I said, a puzzle.” Malcolm leaned over the elf. “I don’t know if she’s breathing. She didn’t move when I lifted her.”

      The elf’s eyes opened. Quick as a cat, she grabbed Malcolm’s wrist, her pale, undead-looking skin making his healthy tan look unnatural. Malcolm let out a hiss and broke her grip with some effort. He again trained his gun on her head.

      The elf licked cracked and bloody lips. Her mouth worked a few times like she was trying out words. “Don’t let him take us,” she said in perfect English. She exhaled deeply, and didn’t draw another breath.

      Malcolm and I stared at each other. “What was that?” I said.

      “She took language from me the way Gabriel Roarke always talks about,” Malcolm said. He flipped the fur coat open, adding, “I’ll try to resuscitate her.”

      “Malcolm! Look!” I exclaimed.

      The elf woman wore a harness strapped around her torso. I knew what it was for even before the child clinging to its dead mother opened deep-set, vividly blue eyes and let out a thin, frightened wail.
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      Malcolm and I again stared at each other. An elf baby. One whose cries were growing louder and more insistent. The sound cut me to the heart. Without thinking, I fumbled with the straps until the baby—no, the child; it looked to be about eighteen months old—was free. Then I gingerly picked it up. It kicked and cried more, wordless pleas for comfort.

      “Helena, be careful,” Malcolm said, alarmed.

      “You said any traps have been neutralized. This child isn’t any danger to us.” I examined it. The child wore a long shift or dress or something, shapeless and not very feminine, and I didn’t want to make assumptions about its sex based solely on its clothes. It looked more human than its mother, its skin pale but flushed with its crying, its silky blond hair lacking the lank, dry appearance most elves’ hair had. The only indications that the child was an elf were its strange thinness and its impossibly blue eyes.

      Malcolm muttered something under his breath and moved the elf woman to the floor to start CPR. Her body jerked helplessly with the chest compressions, but otherwise she didn’t react. I held the child gingerly, resisting the impulse to cuddle it. This could still be a trap.

      “Mom? Is that a baby crying?” Alastair stood in the doorway to the great room.

      “Alastair, I told you to stay in your room.”

      “Yeah, but I heard crying and I figured⁠—”

      “Your mother is right, Alastair. You need to stay where we tell you to unless there’s imminent danger, like a fire.” Malcolm gave up on resuscitation. His voice was sterner than mine. “I understand curiosity, but part of being a Warden is following orders.”

      “Okay. I’m sorry.” Alastair made no move to leave. I was suddenly very conscious of the dead elf woman on the floor, concealed from Alastair by the couch’s high back. Alastair had seen dead bodies before, thanks to his oracular gift, but I didn’t think that meant we should expose him to death in his own home if we could help it.

      The child I held threw its head back and screamed. I couldn’t bear it anymore; I cuddled the child close to my chest, stroking its head. “There, there, shh,” I murmured. “You’re safe.”

      “Helena,” Malcolm said.

      “Malcolm, it’s a child. It doesn’t matter if it’s an elf or a human⁠—”

      “An elf?” Alastair exclaimed. “Where did an elf baby come from? Don’t we have wards against elves?”

      “We don’t know where it came from,” Malcolm said with finality. “I want you to go to your room now. There isn’t anything you can do about this situation now, and morning will be soon enough to talk about it. Understand?”

      “I can prophesy,” Alastair persisted. “I can find out where it came from.”

      “This is not your responsibility.” Malcolm crossed the room and put a hand on his son’s shoulder. “I know you want to help, and I admire that about you. But you won’t be able to act on anything you see in vision. You need to let us investigate, and in the morning, when we know better what we face, we will want your help. Now, go back to bed.”

      Alastair nodded and ran back up the stairs.

      “You are so much better at handling him than I am when he gets stubborn about prophesying,” I said with a sigh. The elf child in my arms had relaxed, and its violent weeping had subsided to sniffling sobs.

      “He knows you are sympathetic to his desires,” Malcolm said, “which means he knows how to play on those sympathies. Genius or not, he’s still only nine, and nine-year-olds can be manipulative. I find it remarkable that you rarely give in to his wishes.”

      “Well, I do know what is too much for his age.” The elf child was falling asleep, I realized from how its body was relaxing. “But I don’t know what an elf of this age needs beyond the basics. I mean, Gabriel Roarke has the same basic anatomy as a human, so I assume this child needs to eat and sleep and pee like anyone⁠—”

      Warmth spread across my midsection just then, a sensation familiar to any parent, and I let out a hiss of dismay and held the child away from me as it finished urinating. “Okay, so the child isn’t potty trained, which tells me it might actually be the age it appears. I need to find her, or him, a change of clothes. Too bad we don’t have any more disposable training pants.” Jenny had been a little late to potty-training, I thought in an attempt to remain the baby of the family, but any remnants of that stage were gone with the old house.

      “Can I leave the child to you? I need to call the Gunther Node and see about taking care of its mother.” Malcolm covered the elf woman’s face with her fur coat, then unfolded a throw blanket draped over the back of the couch and covered her whole body with it. “I intend to figure out how she got here, and if that turns out to be impossible, we will need the oracle.”

      “I agree.” My mind was already preoccupied with taking care of the child. No portable crib—also destroyed by the Savants. Damn them. I could at least get one of Jenny’s nightgowns so the child didn’t have to lie around in wet clothes.

      I carried my wet, smelly burden upstairs to Jenny’s room without turning on her light and rooted around in her dresser for her smallest nightgown. The child, straddling my waist now, stared at me in silence, its enormous eyes less alien in the darkness. I decided against underwear, which would almost certainly be too big, and retreated to my bedroom.

      I ran a shallow bath while I removed the wet shift. Again, the child didn’t fight me and didn’t cry. I tried not to think about how unnerving its silence was after its loud but justifiable screaming. The child was male and wore no underwear, which suggested he was in the middle of potty training or whatever it was elves did with their children at that age; if you didn’t have training pants, you wanted as few barriers between your child and the toilet as possible.

      I set the little boy in the tub and gently rinsed him off. Night-Noon wandered in somewhere in the middle of the bath and nosed the water, probably hoping there was room in the tub for her as well. Elven caracals loved water the way housecats generally did not. When her attention moved to the child, I started to push her away, but the little boy reached out his hands to her. When I saw he didn’t grab her ears or the sides of her head, I let Night-Noon nuzzle him. He smiled, but petted her in perfect silence.

      Again, the absurdity of the situation stunned me. I was giving a bath to an elf child whose dead mother lay in our great room, waiting for removal by the Gunther Node. An elf child who didn’t look all that inhuman, certainly not by comparison to the undead appearance of all the adult elves I’d ever seen. The boy continued to watch me impassively. I’d expected him to eventually demand his mother, but he seemed content to let me care for him.

      Once he was dry and dressed, I carried him to my bed and said, “Let me see what I can do for you. You’re past the stage of rolling out of a crib, but you shouldn’t sleep with us.” We had a couple of recliner chairs in the bedroom, and I opened one up to its fullest extension and went in search of sheets and a blanket. After some thought, I also grabbed a twin-size fitted sheet with a mattress protector. I wasn’t inclined to risk another potty incident.

      When I returned to the bedroom, the boy lay curled up on my bed, sleeping, with Night-Noon reclining next to him. I quickly assembled a makeshift bed on the recliner and carefully transferred our small guest to it, shooing Night-Noon gently away. He didn’t do more than clutch the blanket to himself and immediately fall deeper asleep.

      I changed my own clothes, swiftly sponging myself off, then returned downstairs. That had felt like it took much longer than it did, because Malcolm was still alone in the great room, without any other Wardens there fussing over the dead elf. He was talking on his phone, but he finished his conversation when I entered. “Lucia is coming herself, along with a handful of others. They’ll take the body to the Gunther Node for examination. I should get dressed.” He made no move to put this suggestion into action.

      “I need to call Gabriel. He will know if there’s anything special we need to do for an elf child.”

      Malcolm frowned. “Helena, they’ll take the child to the Gunther Node, too. You don’t need to worry about it.”

      I wasn’t sure why that statement made my heart ache. I’d cared for the boy for all of half an hour. That wasn’t enough time to grow attached. “I assumed he would stay with us.”

      “I don’t see why. Lucia’s people are more than qualified.”

      “Because his mother sought us out. She asked us for help. And it’s not like I’m unqualified after raising three children of my own.”

      “There’s more to it than that. If the boy’s mother was fleeing something, that something or someone might still be searching. We could bring danger on our family.”

      Normally, this was the kind of argument I responded to. “You’re the one who said we were protected. Malcolm, I think this goes beyond practicalities. I think that elf came here on purpose, which means her little boy is tangled up in whatever she was fleeing. She said ‘don’t let him take us.’ Which further means that the oracle is going to be involved, and it’s inefficient for me to be called on to prophesy for Lucia on the boy’s behalf when I could prophesy about him directly.”

      “Ah.” Malcolm turned as if he could see through the ceiling to our bedroom. “Then I think you should prophesy now, because Lucia is going to make the same argument I did.”

      I settled myself on the couch and ran through a series of possible queries before settling on Why did the elf woman come here, of all places?

      The rushing, swooping sensation of a prophecy overtook me, and I flew with it, relaxing into the understanding it conveyed. I expected to see the viewpoint of someone fleeing through a dark forest; I’d seen into Faerie a couple of times and entered it once, and all those times it had been heavily forested. Instead, I got flashes of faces, all of them elves, none of them familiar. This reassured me, because of the two elves I’d seen multiple times in vision, one of them terrified me. If he was involved, I might rethink my stance on keeping the child with me.

      The glimpses of faces gave way to a series of images of padlocks, all of them the kind that required a key rather than a combination. Lock after lock clicked open. The vision whirled around me, dizzying me, and then I saw a picture of my house, small and perfect in the oval of a locket pendant, and the vision receded.

      I blinked to moisten my dry eyes. “I was partly right and partly wrong. She did come here intentionally, but not because she knew about us or the oracle or anything. She had some kind of key, maybe not a physical one, but it opened a specific slip—one near our house.” My hands were shaking, and I clasped them to still them. “I thought that was impossible.”

      “So did I, and it disturbs me, too.” Malcolm uncovered the dead elf and began searching her. I watched, feeling numb. Passage between our world and Faerie happened at places called slips, where the membranes between the worlds were very thin. Most slips were located in wilderness or remote locations, and no slips could form in large cities, which Portland was. I’d asked this question when we were looking seriously at this house because of the wooded area it was located in, and everyone from Lucia to Gabriel Roarke, himself an elf and a master of elven magic, assured me the city’s protection was in place no matter how the neighborhood looked.

      Malcolm grunted and held up something the size of a walnut. “Look at this.”

      I joined him. The red lump, up close, was a flattened sphere, more oval than round. Its surface was intricately carved to look like two serpents entwined with each other. A closer look told me it was actually hollow; gaps here and there revealed empty space behind the serpents. “What is it?”

      “I have no idea.” Malcolm brought the sphere closer to the light. “It feels like stone. Ruby, maybe?”

      “That’s a big ruby.” I held out my hand to take it. “Let me see what I can learn.” I didn’t need a physical focus to prophesy, but sometimes I was able to direct the oracular gift to tell me something about an object I held.

      Clasping the sphere in my hand, I sat on a nearby chair and leaned back. Normally I could simply gather my attention wordlessly, falling into the state from which I prophesied, but this time I asked a simple question: what are you?

      This time, the vision came sluggishly, like I was pulling it physically from wherever the oracular gift drew them. Objects swam into view: a red apple that gleamed as if waxed, a woman’s hand with short-trimmed nails, a large kitchen knife. The hand drew the knife’s blade across the surface of the apple, cutting a deep gouge through the waxy red skin. In a flash, the apple became the red stone, gleaming with inner light. Then it was the apple again. With an effect like a movie being run backwards, the cut sealed over, but now the red surface was marred by a thick growth across the place where the cut had been. The hand with the knife reappeared. This time, when the knife passed across the apple’s surface, it bumped over the rough, ridged growth without making so much as a dent.

      I rose out of vision, blinking away the last sight of the knife. “This thing is what caused the slip to open. But it was a one-time event. It’s like what Rick Jeong said about forcing slips to open—they seal over thicker than before. If there was a place inclined to become a slip somewhere near here, it’s impassable now.” This didn’t reassure me as much as I’d expected. The idea that elves had objects that could open slips from Faerie to our world, anywhere they wanted, frightened me. Suppose those slips couldn’t be tracked or identified?

      “This is something we should investigate,” Malcolm said, gently taking the sphere from my hand. “If there are more of these, keyed to particular places, particularly if those places aren’t ones where slips can form naturally, we have a problem.”

      “That’s what I thought, too.”

      I followed Malcolm upstairs and stood watching the little elf boy while Malcolm dressed. He really didn’t look inhuman, just thin. His appearance roused in me the same inappropriate guilt I always felt when I thought about the barrier to Faerie that had poisoned that realm for a thousand years. Inappropriate, because not only hadn’t I been responsible for it, I’d been the one to remove the barrier. But despite how all elves hated humanity and wanted us destroyed, I felt sympathy for them in this one small way: no matter what they’d done in the past, they didn’t deserve to be poisoned and corrupted.

      “I wonder if the corruption happens over time,” I said.

      “What was that?” Malcolm emerged from the dressing room, pulling a sweater over his head.

      “I was just thinking how this little guy doesn’t look sickly and emaciated the way adult elves do, and whether that means elves don’t start out corrupted. How awful, if your babies start out looking normal and gradually change.”

      “That is sad, I agree, but it doesn’t change my feeling about elves in general.” Malcolm clasped my shoulder lightly as if comforting me. I nodded. There wasn’t a lot we could do about elf hostility.

      The doorbell rang. The little boy stirred in sleep and opened his enormous eyes. “You might as well bring him down to meet Lucia,” Malcolm said.

      I bent over the little boy, who focused on me with an unsettling intensity. Then he reached out his arms to be picked up. My breath caught. Keeping my back to Malcolm, I lifted the child into my arms, blinking away unexpected tears. Maybe it was true that the trust of small children and animals meant something special.

      The child locked his legs around my waist to support himself and looked around alertly, as if curious about where we were going. “Let’s go, then,” I said, relieved that I sounded calm. But I let Malcolm lead the way.
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      I waited in the formal living room rather than the great room while Malcolm went to answer the door. I didn’t think the little boy should have to witness his mother’s body being taken away, even though after his initial screaming, he hadn’t seemed overly worried at being separated from her. That got me thinking: suppose this wasn’t his mother? We had no way of knowing what her relationship to the child was, and supposing she’d kidnapped him, or was his nurse, or something?

      The complications made my head spin. So many possibilities, all of them with terrible implications. What if this child was someone important, heir to a throne or something? The Wardens were already entangled with the elves in what was fast becoming all-out war, and suppose the boy mixed us up with some faction within the elf community and made things worse?

      Distantly, the door opened, and I heard voices. I quickly leaned back in my chair with the little boy balanced on my lap and willed myself to find an answer to this question: who is this boy?

      The whirling, floating sensation of vision caught me up immediately. Again, faces flashed past me, but this time, they were all the same face: the blonde elf woman who’d carried the child into our house, repeatedly speaking the same short syllables in letters that flew around her head like butterflies. Rather than the stillness of death, she appeared now in many moods, many expressions, happy, angry, afraid, sad. She was rarely happy, but when she was, it was in the presence of the little boy, who appeared at many different ages from newborn to how he looked now. It looked like my theory was right, because in his very youngest appearances, he was rosy-cheeked and plump like any healthy newborn.

      Another face joined those two, this one male. He looked as irritated and unhappy as the woman, though aside from how they were both blond, they didn’t look related. After a few seconds, the images merged, and the baby disappeared, leaving the man and the woman together, shouting, crying, silently raging, both repeating the same syllables I’d heard before, though now the letters were spiky and bat-winged.

      When the vision ended, my ears rung with the sensation that someone had spoken to me and was waiting for a response. I never saw or heard anything from the real world while I was in vision, but some part of me registered input. It wasn’t a pleasant sensation, and I had to work at not replying sharply. “Lucia,” I said. “His name is Connvuir—I saw it spelled ‘convooeer’ but it’s pronounced ‘connver.’ I don’t know if he’s important, but I think his parents fought a lot. My guess is his father is the one his mother fled.”

      “And hello to you, too,” Lucia said in her usual acerbic way. “I don’t suppose you know why that elf woman came here?”

      “I did explain about the device, if I can call it that,” Malcolm said. “Helena couldn’t tell why the elf had that particular one. We believe it was coincidence. Far more worrying is the possibility that there are others of the same type, capable of opening slips in places we believe impregnable.”

      “Yes, yes, right, I see that.” Lucia waved Malcolm’s words away. “We need to figure out how to send the kid back. The last thing we need is to get tangled up in elf politics more than we already are.”

      “Send him back? How? He’s not even two years old—” I began.

      “As far as he looks, sure, but elves live to be nine hundred years old. Who knows what their maturation looks like?” Lucia sounded even crankier than usual.

      “Even if he’s actually five or even ten years old, he’s at a developmental stage matching a year and a half old child,” I shot back. “We can’t just shove him through a slip and hope for the best.”

      “Nobody is suggesting that,” Malcolm said, glaring at Lucia and daring her to make him a liar. “But I agree, and I think Helena does as well, that we can’t afford to risk whatever danger he poses.”

      “I did think, what if he’s a prince or something,” I admitted. “Somebody the elves will want back, anyway. We need to be careful. But this latest prophecy suggests that his parents fought constantly, and combined with his mother’s last words, I think we might actually have saved his life. If his mother was fleeing danger at his father’s hands, I mean.”

      “We’re not in the business of protecting elves, Davies,” Lucia said. “They can take care of themselves—fine, yes, I know we’re talking about a child here, but as it happens, I was referring to the adults who got him into this situation. I don’t know that we’re obligated to remedy the problem.”

      “I can try to find out our best course of action.” I settled Connvuir more comfortably on my lap.

      “Wait a minute before you go charging off to prophesy,” Lucia said. “This can’t be allowed to take precedence over the bigger picture. We are still in the position of gathering information about the elves. It’s past time we stopped reacting to their incursions.”

      I glanced at Malcolm. “I thought, after the destruction at Callann, the elves hadn’t made any other big attacks.”

      “They continue to probe our defenses,” Malcolm said. “Lucia is right that it’s bad strategy to be constantly on the defensive.”

      “And I’m not yet ready to call on the oracle for specific guidance, so don’t complain that I don’t keep you in the loop.” Lucia rubbed the heels of her palms against her eyes and groaned. “Fine. Let’s at least see if we can resolve this new problem.”

      I closed my eyes and sorted through possible questions before settling on How do we restore Connvuir to his people?

      The rush of prophecy was faster this time, like a raging whitewater river moving too fast for me to make sense of what I saw. I glimpsed a memory, a tiny clearing in a forest carpeted with new grass. It was a slip I’d visited in person, the one where Night-Noon had escaped from Faerie. By the time I processed that, more images had flashed past faster than I could comprehend. Another coherent image, this of the gate to Faerie the Savants had built, matte-silver and twinkling with Christmas lights.

      That one, I held onto, though it quivered like it wanted to escape. A silver blade cut through the image at the center of the gate, as if it was theater backdrop, and a figure lunged through. I screamed at the sight of the terrible dark-haired elf, his face hauntingly white, his body corded with muscle, and wrenched myself out of vision.

      I came to myself with Malcolm’s arms around me and the little boy, who cried fearfully. “Sorry,” I gasped. “Did I scream? Or was that the vision?”

      “It was most certainly not the vision,” Malcolm said. “What happened?”

      I didn’t answer at first. My heart pounded painfully, and my breathing was ragged. “It was him,” I finally said. “The elf we saw in Seattle. The one Jenny calls the scary elf. I don’t know if I wish we had a name for him or not. He’s a danger to Connvuir somehow. But the important part is that you’re right, and we have to figure out a way to send him back into Faerie. I couldn’t see anything more specific than that the slips are important.”

      Now that the terror had passed, I could remember the images that had passed too fleetly for comprehension at the time. Slips, lots of slips, more than just the few I had personal knowledge of. “That’s as much as I got. The vision didn’t say how to do it, just that he needs to return. Shh, shh, I’m sorry.” I cuddled Connvuir close and rocked him as his sobs abated.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Lucia said. “I’ll take him back to the node.”

      I held the little boy closer as if Lucia had threatened to remove him from me bodily. “I think he needs to stay here. If I have more prophecies about him⁠—”

      “And if your scary elf comes here looking for him?” Lucia said.

      “He can’t get in here any more than he can reach the Gunther Node. If I have prophecies clarifying the boy’s situation, it will be more efficient if I can act on them immediately.” That sounded reasonable, though in my heart I knew my decision had nothing to do with logic.

      Lucia looked at Malcolm. “And you’re on board with this?”

      “Helena feels certain about this course of action, and I support her.” Malcolm rested a hand on my shoulder.

      “Of course you do.” Lucia scowled. “Give me the stone, or whatever it is. I can at least get someone to analyze it and see what kind of a threat it poses—it and others like it. Gives me the illusion that I’m in charge around here.”

      I didn’t feel the need to respond to that.

      Malcolm handed Lucia the carved stone sphere. She tossed it once in the air and caught it like it was an ordinary rock. “I want to know the instant you see anything else, Davies. Don’t go thinking you’re the only one who can handle this, right?”

      “I’m not stupid, Lucia. It’s not like I want to adopt Connvuir. I want him returned to his people.” Though at the moment, that seemed like a bad idea, if Connvuir’s “people” consisted of a father who might be dangerous to him. I was already resolved not to hand him over to random elves who might not care about him as a person.

      “That goes for you as well,” Malcolm said. “Campbell Security is ready to take action against the elves. We just need to know what that action should be.”

      “Of course.” Lucia looked very tired all of a sudden. “My informants are having trouble penetrating Faerie. It’s not that we don’t have access to slips—our tracking combined with the information the adepts give us means we have a thorough map of all the naturally occurring ones, and Rick Jeong’s ‘slip key’ device for opening new ones means we can go through in places the elves won’t suspect. The problem is that the elves have some way of identifying our presence in their world the way we do with them in our world. My people get in, but they don’t get far before they’re tagged and have to return. That’s if they aren’t killed.”

      “I didn’t know Wardens were being killed by elves,” I said.

      “It’s been less than a week since we started pushing. This is all still new territory.” Lucia gently took Connvuir’s chin in her hand and tilted his head so she could meet his gaze. Connvuir stared back at her silently. “Does he speak?”

      “He hasn’t yet. He might not be old enough. I don’t know if he acquired English from me the way his mother did Malcolm, there at the end.”

      Lucia grunted and released the child. “Don’t bitch at me when he keeps you up all night. Remember I offered to take him off your hands. Campbell, I’ll call you tomorrow morning. I want to borrow some of Campbell Security’s analysts. We need to crack this problem.”

      I followed Lucia to the front door. Two of the Gunther Node’s signature little white vans huddled under the carport against the drizzling rain that had started to fall. I hoped that meant someone had removed the body. I wasn’t afraid of death or reminders of death, but the dead elf felt like a weight on my soul and I wanted my house back.

      “You should maybe look into why you’re so committed to keeping him with you, Davies,” Lucia said abruptly. Beyond her, headlights flashed, and Connvuir turned his head away from the brightness. “If he’s influencing you somehow, that might not be safe.”

      “I don’t feel influenced. All my reasons are, um, reasonable.” It wasn’t the whole truth, and I could see why Lucia doubted me. I had been awfully quick to step up to care for the child. But I felt, deep in my heart, that taking care of Connvuir was the right thing to do.

      “Be sure of that,” Lucia said, and climbed into the passenger seat of the nearer van. The other had already reversed down our long driveway. I watched Lucia until her van, too, was gone.

      “It’s too late to call Gabriel, but we really ought to. In the morning,” Malcolm said. “If elf children require special care, he will know.”

      “I agree.” My eyes still focused on the spot where Lucia had been. She’d been watching Connvuir, not me, I was convinced, and her regard made me unexpectedly nervous and inclined to question my own motives. “Is it just me, or was she testier than usual?”

      “It’s not just you,” Malcolm said. “She didn’t tell you about Rebecca Greenough?”

      “What about her?” I remembered Rebecca Greenough all too well. She was custodian of the biggest node in London, and back when the oracular bookstore Abernathy’s still existed, she’d tried to convince the Board of Neutralities to move it back to its original home in Charing Cross Road. Part of that had involved slandering me personally. I hadn’t thought of her in years, but the mention of her name brought it all back.

      “Since the dissolution of the Board, there’s been a lot of conflict over who should lead the Wardens worldwide. With the threat of the elves, there’s no question we need to be united. Lucia is the obvious choice, but Greenough has pushed back against her. She thinks she’s a better choice because London is more central.”

      “That’s stupid. It’s a globe. There is no central point.”

      “A fact many Wardens have pointed out. But Greenough has just enough power that Lucia has had to divert some of her attention to the challenge she poses. Attention that can’t really be spared.” Malcolm touched Connvuir’s head lightly. “And this little guy represents yet another problem that Lucia will ultimately be responsible for solving, if it turns out he’s someone important.”

      “Then I’m glad I insisted on keeping him here,” I said. “That should ease Lucia’s burden a bit. Stupid Rebecca Greenough. You know she only wants to lead to gain personal power.”

      “I wish more of the Wardens who follow her realized that,” Malcolm said.

      We walked upstairs, Malcolm turning off the lights as he went, and I settled Connvuir on his makeshift bed again. He gazed up at me for a few seconds, so alert I was sure he understood at least some of what was going on, then rolled to his side and closed his eyes. I stood watching him for a moment, remembering the visions I’d had. His mother, and father, and the scary elf, and all those slips. It felt like less than nothing to build a plan on.

      Malcolm drew me into his embrace. “Promise me you’re not acting on impulse.”

      “What? No, of course not. Well, maybe a little, if by ‘impulse’ you mean the direction of the oracle. Instinct might be a better word. It makes more logical sense to send Connvuir to the Gunther Node, but I’m certain this is the right path.” Saying that sent another pang through me, and I suppressed it. I shouldn’t get attached to the child.

      “You know I’ll stand by you, whatever you decide. But I am concerned about our family becoming personally entangled in whatever elf business this little boy represents.” Malcolm’s warm breath brushed my forehead.

      “That worries me too. If I wasn’t completely convinced there’s no way an elf can access the slip that woman used, I would send us all to ground in the Gunther Node until we were sure this place is safe. But I’m certain that stone represents the only access Faerie has to this location, and I’m equally certain that path is closed for good.” I sighed. “This is, sadly, the best outcome. Imagine if someone intent on killing us had used the stone, instead of a dying woman.”

      “That occurred to me as well.” Malcolm nudged me in the direction of the bed. “You should sleep. I’m going to have a talk with Alastair.”

      “Is he still awake?” I felt silly the moment those words passed my lips. “Of course he’s still awake. I hope you can convince him he doesn’t have to save the world.”

      “His instincts are sound. I think he wants to act because this situation, elves threatening our world, frightens him, and he deals with fear by fighting. He’ll learn other ways of coping eventually.” Malcolm kissed me. “I love you. Thank you for trusting me.”

      “Always.”

      I curled up in bed and turned off the lights, leaving only the small night light burning around the corner in the dressing room in case Jenny had a frightening vision during the night. I felt so conscious of the elf child sleeping nearby I was sure I wouldn’t sleep, but in no time, the weariness of all the excitement combined with my body’s exhaustion won out, and I slept before Malcolm returned to bed.
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