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      "Where's my dog, you bastards?" The old woman screamed the words. She had started with a wail, sounding as if she were being murdered. Eventually the initial shock of not seeing the dog that had been playing near her calmed. The horrible certainty that her dog had disappeared settled in. It was then that she screamed for answers.

      No one responded, although the beach was populated by hundreds of people lying on the sand, in various stages of tanning. One man looked over at her, puzzled. A woman looked up, but towards the surf, as if she thought something happened out there. No one else noticed at all, busy as they were with their scheduled relaxation.

      The old woman, who a few moments ago had been walking with the grace of a woman half her age, now stooped over. She looked around, frightened. Who would take her dog? Moments ago the little white dog had been near her, to the left. It had run through a small wave that crashed on the sand, something it had done hundreds, no thousands, of times before. While her dog played, she'd looked back to see the mountains behind her, feeling the rumbling as Kilauea shivered. Something was not quite right on the island. Looking back toward the beach, expecting the dog to come running to her, she was surprised that it wasn’t there. Although the dog had never foundered in the water, never been washed out to the ocean no matter how big the wave, she looked out to the ocean. The dog wasn’t in the water. It wasn’t running off to greet someone, an equally unusual situation. It was as if the earth had opened and swallowed the dog whole.

      As her dress, too tailored to be a muumuu, but similar to the comfortable cotton dresses worn around the island, billowed around her, the old woman thought about the last hour or so. She'd felt she was being watched, although who would watch her? Even on the beach, as she screamed, hardly anyone was aware of her. A few looked around to see what was happening, but her cries were not sufficiently interesting to keep their attention. Most went back to their sunbathing and books.

      Her fingers were curled and her muscles tightened, making her hands into hard fists. She took another breath even as Kilauea rumbled again. The dog wasn't there. She knew it the way she knew the sand beneath her feet or the air that brushed her skin. He was gone. Someone had taken him. How that could have happened was beyond her. Who would want her little dog? Besides, who would cross her?

      The old woman looked around the beach again. Everything appeared calm. However, like herself, everything on the beach was not what it seemed. Clouds hovered threateningly on the horizon but wouldn't come to the island for at least another hour. By that time the sunbathers would be returning to their hotels for drinks before dinner. Most never noticed the rumbling beneath their feet. A few might think they noticed something as they got closer to the lava fields, but in all likelihood they believed it was nothing more than their imagination. It took a great deal of sensitivity to feel the volcanoes from as far away as this beach.

      The volcano made her think of something. She couldn't quite get a fix on the thought, but the idea was important. She hurried away from the beach, going up towards town. She moved more slowly than she liked but faster than anyone could have imagined. Before too long a broken down hut came into view. Most people lived in houses much nicer than this. Still, the hut stood the test of time, having been there for centuries, hidden between the nicer homes and hotels, almost unnoticed. It was small enough to be overlooked. She slipped through the door.

      A man so ancient he made the old woman seem a girl, looked up. "There is trouble, no?" he said. His milky eyes stared at the door where she'd entered. They followed her when she moved off to his left.

      "I have need of your services one more time, Old Man."

      He smiled and nodded. "I should hope to serve you more times than once more, Madam."

      She shrugged, although he shouldn't have been able to see it. He waited through her silence.

      "My dog," she started to say, her voice catching. She looked away from him, not wanting to let her tears fall while facing him. It couldn't be that he would see her, for he'd been blind for decades.

      "Your dog?" he stood up, puzzled. He felt around the shack, hands grasping a stone, which he focused on as if to help him understand what she might be trying to say. He sucked in a breath.

      "You see?" she asked.

      "I can't feel him," the old man said, wondering. "How is that possible?"

      She shook her head.

      "Is it a punishment from the other gods?"

      She wiped her hand away from her face. "It doesn't feel like that."

      He continued holding the stone. "No, I feel nothing from this. Nothing at all."

      "It is what I felt." The room grew warmer around them. There was silence for a long while. The old man sat again, holding the stone he had found.

      The old woman stood across from him, now letting the tears fall freely from her eyes.

      "There are people who help out in situations like this."

      "There's never been a situation like this," the old woman snarled, angry now.

      He shook his head. "No. But in similar, less important situations there are humans who can help. They're called private investigators. I think you need one of them."

      She watched him now, her brow furrowed. "And is there someone you have in mind?"

      He smiled then, the gap between his lips empty of teeth that had long since fallen out. The old woman had a moment to wonder how he lived. The bones jutting at his elbows suggested nutrients were hard to come by without teeth.

      "I think you will find them," he said. Then he chuckled again. "There are those who will help, small humans who don’t quite know their powers and those with powers even beyond yours. Your dog is not the only thing missing. And there are other things going on, some of which will both intrigue and amuse you, I think."

      The old woman raised an eyebrow.

      "I see another volcano, but this one is on the mainland to the northeast. You'll find help near there. Your dog is not far from that help."

      The old woman nodded once, letting the words flow through her. She would figure out what the cryptic message meant. The old man would send his people out to help her find what she needed if it didn't come to her right away. She wasn't omniscient, although she often wished she was. There was a dark area in her vision about the dog. That bothered her. She always knew where her dog was, what it was thinking. It was good to know that others were suffering as she did, although she couldn't imagine who would love anything more than she loved her dog.
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      "We have a new client in about fifteen minutes," RaeLynn said as Meg walked through the door of her private investigative firm, Barringer and Associates. Meg set her cup of chai down on the counter, pausing to eye her receptionist.

      "Really? I didn't think I had anyone today." Meg tried to remember when she had last looked at the schedule. She thought she’d looked before leaving the night before, but she could have forgotten. The previous day had been busy. She had four background checks that she'd been sorting through and writing up for various companies. Kyle had a case that took him away from the office. Even Rain had been busy setting up times and dates for businesses that needed security consultations. She would be keeping their security consultant, Ian, very busy over the next week. Dillon, the new head of security, would be in the office, still learning to use Zari A's computer so he could back up RaeLynn when she was busy.

      Meg's work list for the current day included finishing up one of the background checks and then writing an advertisement for a receptionist. She really didn’t want to do the last task. RaeLynn made such an excellent receptionist. New work would keep the receptionist busy enough that maybe she could put that task off for awhile. An appointment wasn’t on her mind, which meant she couldn’t have seen it the day before.

      "You didn't," RaeLynn said, referring to the appointment. "I had a call the minute I walked in the door, and I mean the minute. I was at the desk and the phone started to ring as if it was waiting for me. Anyway this woman wants to come in now."

      "Did she say what she needed?" Meg sipped her chai. RaeLynn was the best. If anyone could get someone to tell her what was needed, her receptionist could.

      RaeLynn shook her head. "But she was adamant that she wanted to see you, Kyle, Rain, and Dillon. She also said to bring the cat, so I assume she wants Zari A there too."

      Meg looked at her watch. It was barely 8:45, so the meeting was at nine. Rain would come breezing in any time. It was easy for her living just upstairs. Kyle would take a bit longer. "Does Kyle know?"

      "I called him as soon as she hung up. I knew you'd be here early. I gave Rain a ring just to make sure. Dillon is already on the computer in the other room. I swear he slept here last night. I'm worried we'll need another computer like that so he can keep playing."

      "If you don't get your computer time, you can kick him off," Meg said. "I was planning on writing the ad for the receptionist position today, so you'll officially be an investigator soon. Of course, if this takes up time and this woman is as demanding as you say, that may have to wait."

      RaeLynn smiled. "Too bad. Because the woman asked that I sit in on the case too."

      Meg raised an eyebrow and RaeLynn shrugged.

      "Name?"

      "Okay, it was weird. She said something like Kay WayHeena but I never got a spelling," RaeLynn replied. "She kind of said it and I was asking for a spelling when she started giving orders. She was not repeating herself, so I just started writing."

      "Doesn't sound like a very fun person to be working with," Meg observed. She went back to her office to drop her bag onto the floor behind her large work desk.

      Rain was coming through the front door with her cat Zari A at her feet when Meg got back to the reception area. Zari immediately leaped on the front desk. She gave Meg a smug look before turning to RaeLynn, who scratched her ears.

      Meg felt vaguely left out because she wasn't able to communicate with the cat who was not really a cat, but her attention shifted when Kyle walked through the door. He was sipping a venti coffee as he started to slip past everyone and into his office. It was unusual for him not to greet everyone, unless of course he’d been interrupted in his morning routine. Kyle liked his breakfast and his run.

      "Didn't get your run?" Rain asked, smiling as she turned towards him.

      Kyle shook his head. "Since when do we let clients dictate office hours? And why all of us?"

      "When you meet her, you can talk to her about what she wants." RaeLynn picked up a notebook and took it into the large conference room just beyond the reception area. She closed one of the blinds between the two rooms for privacy. She came out carrying a pitcher, which she took back to the kitchen. Meg was about to walk back to her office rather than stand around waiting when an older woman stepped off the elevator. Through the glass that separated the office from the entry area, Meg watched a young Asian woman step into the area right behind the first woman, holding the older woman’s elbow, as if to assist the woman in keeping her balance.

      Kyle came out of his office in time to see the Asian woman opening the door. He walked forward as if to help, but the Asian woman smiled a little, shaking her head. Even the hint of the smile was like a pale flower greeting the sun in the early spring. The tension in Meg’s shoulder’s eased. She could nearly feel Kyle relaxing his stance as well.

      The older woman had a head of thick white hair which fell below her shoulders. She was stooped but moved fairly easily. She seemed a little confused, but Meg had the sense that it was an act. Zari was watching curiously from her vantage at the desk. RaeLynn came back holding the pitcher of water.

      "Are you Kay?" she asked.

      The old woman frowned a little as she stared at RaeLynn. Her face pinked as if she were embarrassed, but the tightness around her mouth suggested anger. The Asian woman looked as if she were trying not to laugh. She patted the older woman's hand before responding in a lightly accented voice. "We are your morning appointment, yes."

      "Come right on in," Rain made the save as Meg watched RaeLynn's normally impassive face turned a bright red, knowing she had put her foot in her mouth, but not sure how. The two women preceded Rain into the conference room. Meg nodded to RaeLynn, who brought the pitcher of water into the room, setting it down in the center of the table. She busied herself at the cupboard to the side, bringing cups out.

      "Can I get anyone some tea?" she asked.

      The older woman shook her head, waving her off. Kyle entered the room. Meg was about to shut the door when Peter walked into the reception area, looking a bit puzzled. He seemed surprised to see Meg about to go into a meeting. It was unusual to see Peter look surprised.

      "What's up?" Meg asked, walking back into the reception area.

      "I believe I am to meet someone here," Peter said. He glanced over her shoulder. "It looks like she's in the conference room."

      Meg turned to see the older woman glowering at her. She stepped inside, wondering what Peter had to do with anything. Peter was an earth spirit that inhabited the area around Whisper. There was little that happened on Whisper that didn’t have his attention. The fact that he seemed uncertain gave Meg pause. She was still pondering that, holding her drink, when Dillon came up behind her to make up the final member of the meeting.

      Meg saw Peter do a double take when he saw the Asian woman. If that wasn't surprising enough, he started to kneel at her feet.

      "Oh drop the obsequiousness, Maer'mynbacygorgwych," the old woman snorted.

      Peter lifted his head to look at her, carefully not looking at the Asian woman. His hazel eyes alighted on the old woman, a flickering of annoyance crossing them. The earth gave the slightest tremor, as if a large truck passed by on the street outside.

      The Asian woman shook her head. "Please, sit," she said.

      Everyone else was already seated, watching as Peter slowly sat in the chair farthest from the two women. Rain sat on to the right of the women, with her back to the window. Meg was across the table. Kyle sat next to her, with RaeLynn on his other side. Dillon had slipped into the seat next to Rain. Zari A was on the counter near the cups.

      "Go ahead," the Asian woman prompted.

      "I need your help," the old woman said, her voice quivering. Meg, although trying not to watch Peter, still noticed his every move. He raised an eyebrow as if he found this fact surprising. It made her wonder what was going on. The two women looked ordinary enough but they clearly weren’t, not to get such a reaction from Peter.

      "Yes, even you," the old woman said, clearly addressing Peter. "My dog is missing."

      "Your dog is missing?" Dillon repeated. Meg knew her own face must mirror one of the others, but she wasn't sure if it was the surprise on Kyle’s or the disappointment on RaeLynn's.

      "How?" Peter asked quietly.

      The Asian woman smiled a little at him, nodding.

      "That's what we need you to find out," the old woman said.

      "We don't normally look for pets," Meg said. She felt as the owner of the investigative side of things she should take the lead.

      "You'll look for mine, Megan Barringer," the old woman snapped. Only then did Meg realize none of them had introduced themselves, yet the woman seemed to know all of them.

      "You seem to have the advantage of us," Meg said.

      "Of course." The old woman gave her a grin that could only be described as gleeful. Even as they spoke, the old woman started to look younger; her hair became darker and softer as it fell about her shoulders. The lines on her face softened into a more youthful look. Her eyes remained as sharp and as ancient as ever. Meg heard someone gasp but wasn't sure who it was.

      "If you're done showing off, perhaps you might tell us what you need from us, as you are apparently the one in need." Peter spoke quietly, with the slightest edge to his voice suggesting that the demonstration was not unexpected nor was it welcomed.

      "You've always been jealous, haven't you?" the old woman said snidely, unable to keep a grin from her face as she spoke.

      Peter said nothing, though his eyelids lowered slightly. He got very still. Where Meg got even more fidgety than usual when she was uncomfortable, Peter sank into stillness. There was the slightest sound of a train rumbling beneath the earth. Meg could feel anger building in her, but she had no idea why.

      "Enough," the Asian woman said, standing up. She glared at the old woman. "Stop baiting him."

      The old woman smiled then, shrugging, her shoulder towards the table. Even with the streaks of white through her hair there was something coquettish about the look.

      The rumbling beneath the building stopped as the Asian woman nodded her head towards Peter. His eyes dropped to the table.

      "Such a rule follower you've become," the old woman purred, leaning her head against her hand. "Whatever is it you could want?" Her eyes looked around at each of them, lighting on Meg. She looked over at Peter again, giving him a saucy wink. Meg knew she should have been jealous, normally would have been jealous had any woman had the temerity to treat Peter like that, but this whole scene was too surreal for her to be anything but mildly annoyed. The anger she had felt earlier was already dissipating, although she was eager for the meeting to end.

      Meg noticed that Peter became even more still, if that were possible. He might have been an extension of the table he remained so motionless.

      Kyle's hands started tapping the table. Meg almost giggled. He hated it when she fidgeted and tapped at her desk. Now here he was doing the same thing. He kept glancing at Zari A. Meg wondered what the cat knew that she didn't.

      "We'll talk," the Asian woman said, looking at all of them, making eye contact and holding every person's eyes for a moment. When she paused at Meg, Meg looked into her dark eyes and felt like her mother was holding her in her arms. She was completely and utterly safe. Every worry and every fear she’d had fell away. She smelled the faint scent of cinnamon and cloves, evergreen and lavender. Then the gaze fell away, leaving her bereft of all the best things in the world. A trace of the smell of evergreen lingered in the air after all else faded.

      Lastly, the Asian woman’s gaze fell to Peter, who continued to look down at the table. Finally, at some command Meg couldn't hear, he looked up. As he did so, she was overcome by a feeling of awe. It wasn't love she felt, but a moment of pure worship. That faded as he dropped his gaze again.

      "This is Pele," the Asian woman said calmly.

      "Like the goddess?" RaeLynn squeaked, hardly daring to look up.

      "Exactly," the Asian woman said.

      "I'm certainly not Kay." Pele crossed her arms and made a face at RaeLynn.

      "I thought," RaeLynn trailed off as the Asian woman held up a hand.

      She gave the receptionist a smile. "It was a good try at the name she gave you."

      "And you're missing your dog," Dillon repeated.

      "Yes." Pele looked down at her hands. Meg could swear the woman, or perhaps goddess, wanted to cry as she did so.

      "I didn't know you had a dog," Rain said, apropos of nothing as far as Meg could tell.

      "It's a white dog and it's been my companion for eons."

      Meg saw Peter place a hand over his mouth, eyes raised to the ceiling. With anyone else she'd wait until after the meeting and ask what the joke was. She wasn't sure she'd have the nerve after this.

      "But you're a goddess," Rain said. "How could anyone take your dog?"

      "Isn't that the question?" the Asian woman responded smiling.

      "Who are you?" Meg asked finally.

      Meg saw the young Asian woman wrapped in a lotus plant, standing calmly. Her smile was serene. Then she was once again standing in front of them in a cotton sundress, her hair pulled back at the nape of her neck. "I am best known as Kuan Yin."

      "So how do we do something that two goddesses can't?" Kyle asked, rather incredulous. Meg nodded in agreement without thinking about it.

      "There is something we are blocked from," Kuan Yin said.

      Meg’s eyebrows pulled together while she thought. How could a goddess be blocked?

      The other woman looked at her and smiled. "It is another good question, isn't it? As I said, I don't know how, but we are. There is something other than what we have control over that blocks us. We think that with the help of Zari A you may be able to find out what it is."

      "But where do we even start?" Meg asked.

      "Mt. Rainier," Pele said promptly. "The volcano may be dormant for now, but I can feel something wrong there. It's hidden from me, but not well enough. That's why we want Maer'mynbacygorgwych to help. An earth spirit may be able to sense something we are not."

      Peter was rubbing his lower face, looking thoughtful. "I can sense nothing from here. Perhaps if they brought soil?"

      The Asian woman was shaking her head. "The spirits of the Rainier sleep still, although lightly. You have my permission to travel there and through any lands you need to get there. I have planted the idea in their heads that this is okay, so even if they wake you will not have trespassed."

      Peter raised an eyebrow. "It's not just Pele, is it?"

      Kuan Yin shook her head. "Ebisu was the first. His tall hat went missing. Then some other small things, like Quetzalcoatl missing a feather. Pan lost his reed pipes. Nuada lost his silver arm. Ishtar's lion was the last before the dog."

      "It's why we know as much as we do," Pele picked up the story. "We have been looking into this. There are many pieces and many questions."

      "How long?" Peter asked. Kyle began typing into his notebook computer. RaeLynn started scribbling notes. Zari A was sitting with her paws tucked under her chest, her great golden eyes watching the two women intently. Rain often said that the cat was better than a computer, taking notes automatically and filing them away with a better than human accuracy.

      "About two months," Kuan Yin said. "So far as we can tell."

      Peter nodded as if that was good enough.

      "I'd think you'd notice things that were really important missing more precisely than that," Meg observed.

      "Such a short period of time, child," Kuan Yin said. "It is hard to be too precise. It would be like you estimating nanoseconds."

      Meg sank back into her chair. Peter gave her a speculative look.

      "Zari A says that you believe it to be otherworldly," Rain began, looking around. No one else was surprised. She was doing the talking to keep Meg in the conversation. The others could all talk to the cat. "She says there are shields from the ships her people travel aboard that may be doing this. Their metals are quite foreign to our world. She says that they were engineered to displace light and sound. Small particles may have landed here as meteorites after a ship was destroyed."

      "It has been our thought that such a thing might have happened. However, we are made up of the elements and consciousness of the people of this world, not others, so we can detect this thing only as a foreign object that we wish to remove," Kuan Yin said.

      "It is like a cancer, sinking into our world, grabbing a hold here and there, making it near impossible to pull out easily," Pele continued. "I can sense it is there when I get close enough. However, it also seems to have a consciousness that means it pulls away when I look too closely."

      Zari A let her eyes close about halfway. Rain nodded. Meg wondered if she understood something about what was said or if she was still speaking metaphorically for Zari A.

      “How will we know your dog when we find it?” Meg asked. A white dog said very little to her. She could think of three that she saw around Whisper regularly.

      “He will make himself known to you,” Pele said, not smiling. Meg had no idea how that would happen but she did not doubt what the goddess said.

      "We will look upon you with favor if you can do this thing for us," Kuan Yin said. Peter shuddered. The Asian goddess smiled. "It is not always so bad to be noticed by the gods. We have brought you to this point, offering our gift to you."

      Meg wondered what they were talking about.

      "It will be up to you to protect them," Pele said, looking at Peter. "Of course, I'm sure you'll take real good care of them, especially since Meg will insist upon being there."

      Peter said nothing, watching the volcano goddess.

      Everyone else turned to look at Meg. "What are you talking about?" Meg asked.

      Pele laughed then, even as Meg felt herself blushing.

      "Don't," Peter said softly, which made the goddess laugh harder.

      "You really are following all the rules, except I don't think she knows the rules, does she?" Pele laughed.

      Now it was Peter's turn to look puzzled.

      "Have a bit of sorting out, don't you lover boy?" Pele laughed again, standing up. "I'll be in touch. If you need me for anything, just think about me."

      "That's a warning as well," Peter added softly, watching her. "All nature spirits know their names and will come when called, whether you want them to or not."

      "Such hint-dropping, Peter. It might be against the rules you follow so closely. Still worried about what happened last time?"

      Peter glared, saying nothing.

      Meg watched the two, wondering what was intimated there.

      "Leave it be," Kuan Yin said. "I need everyone focused on this. We all do. Who knows what is next or what is planned for the pieces that are held."

      "But who would do this?" Dillon asked. "I mean, do you have any clue?"

      "I believe the cat might have an idea," Pele said as she swept out of the room.

      Kuan Yin walked more sedately, moving around the room, letting her hand linger on the back of each person she passed. She paused a fraction of a second longer at Peter before moving on. When it was Meg's turn she felt the same sort of peacefulness she had when the woman had looked into her eyes. At least now she had a sense of why that happened. This was definitely going to be one strange case.
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      It's not every day you get to meet a goddess, much less two, so believe me when I say that everyone in the conference room pretty much just sat looking at each other as the whole incident sunk in. Well, possibly except for Peter and Zari, who were either waiting for the shock to wear off or having a private conversation.

      If the whole delivery of why we were needed wasn't enough, Pele told us we needed to do this fast. She needed her dog. She never really explained what for, but Zari A intimated that perhaps she could find out from Peter. I intended to make sure Zari kept me in the loop.

      Zari A is my cat who is not a cat. She looks like a purebred Abyssinian, but she’s really an alien, come to observe us. She’s telepathic. Apparently there are others of her species in different forms (including human) observing us. No doubt it was one of those that Kuan Yin was referring to when she talked about who she thought was behind this problem.

      I watched the goddesses walk out of the conference room without waiting for us to politely show them out. They promptly disappeared, not even reaching the outer door.

      "So we need to find where some unknown person is holding a dog and probably other stuff around Mount Rainier and then get all of that back," Kyle summarized. "We don't know who, exactly where, or what we're up against. Do I have this right?"

      "Pretty much," I said.

      "And how fast is fast?" Dillon asked.

      Everyone looked at Peter. He thought about it for a few moments before answering. "It's Pele. I suspect with her nature, that fast is quite fast. In fact, if we could do it today, she'd be happy. However, I believe they understand that we may be unable to comply with that hope."

      "Great." Meg stood up, walking towards the back of the conference room. As she started back towards the front, pacing, she managed to gather her thoughts. Then, she began to list off duties. "We need to explore the area around the mountain to get a better feel for the place. We need to find out as much about everything mentioned as we can. That includes information about the goddesses themselves, information about what was taken and if they left anything off their list. I want more information about the shielding that Zari A mentioned. Part of our search means focusing on who might be behind this. Finally, the area around Mt. Rainier is a big area. We need to have that narrowed down."

      The last duty, of course, would fall to Peter, who nodded once. "I can get started now, if you don't need me for anything else?"

      "Actually, maybe we do," I said.

      Meg looked surprised that I'd interrupt. RaeLynn was scribbling notes about what everyone was saying. She didn’t raise her head.

      "I think we need to know as much about the goddesses as we can. You'd be a great starting point."

      Peter watched me for a few seconds, silent and still. Pulling his mouth to one side of his face in a half frown, he set his chin down on his hands. The long hair that was normally swept to one side of his face fell across his forehead and into his eyes as he did so. He didn't notice.

      RaeLynn's pen stopped writing. Kyle was leaning back in his chair, waiting. Meg paced behind the table, watching Peter, although her eyes darted here and there as if she didn't want to seem too intent on him.

      I could see the tension in her shoulders. I wondered what she was thinking. As far as I knew, I was one of only a handful of people who knew that Meg had a crush on Peter. He knew it, but as Pele said, nature spirits had rules they had to abide by. One of those rules meant he couldn't ask anyone to do anything that might impact their free will. I mean, you'd think he could ask, except, of course, when Peter wants something, everyone kind of goes along even if it’s not that important. I wondered if such things happened with gods and goddesses too.

      "I think they have more control," Zari suggested. She didn't speak out loud, communicating only telepathically. It did cause a bit of trouble earlier, as she's got bonds with everyone except Meg. I could tell she was speaking only to me in this case. And of course she was referring to gods and goddesses having more control than Peter, who was merely an earth spirit. Did I say merely? Sometimes, to me, he seemed almost godlike. To see him in awe of the goddesses who sat here was humbling in a way I can’t begin to articulate.

      "Really," I thought back at her as I waited for Peter to answer.

      "Really. They can ask things and sort of pull back what their desires are in a way that Peter can't. I think that they also bend the rules as they want."

      "Well?" Meg finally asked after pacing back and forth several more times as Peter sat in silence. "If it's something you can't tell us, can you at least say that?"

      Peter looked up at her, his hazel colored eyes watching as she walked, holding her gaze longer than I knew she was comfortable with, given the flush of color that came to her cheeks. I wondered how much of that Kyle noticed. He was vaguely aware that there was a connection between the two of them. It had started nearly a year ago when Peter saved her life from another earth spirit. I wasn't sure if Kyle really understood where Meg's embarrassment came from, though.

      "I'm not sure what you are asking. I know all the gods and goddesses, but what is important to me as an earth spirit may not be relevant to this investigation, or even to you more generally as humans. Kuan Yin's energies are made more from water and earth. Pele is earth and fire. She was, in fact, a fire spirit eons ago, but her people loved her and worshipped her so much that she was offered the ability to join with an earth spirit and become a goddess."

      "You weren't the earth spirit though," I said, wondering about the sniping between the two of them.

      Peter smiled. "Not hardly, nor would I want to be. Fire spirits are difficult."

      "Then why would an earth spirit agree to join one?" Kyle asked.

      Peter shrugged. "We each have different preferences. That one apparently liked the idea of being a deity no matter the cost."

      "You mean not all of them would?" Dillon was tracing figures on the table as he pursued his own thoughts.

      Peter shook his head. "To be a deity means different responsibilities, different concerns." His eyes took on a far off look. "It's like being asked to grow up after being a coddled child. Why would we choose to do that if we didn't have to?"

      I tried to stifle a snort. Having lived in Peter's house while my apartment was being built, I had often equated him to an adult-sized child. His emotions changed as easily as the weather, playful one second, changing to utter seriousness the next, with no apparent reason. He was the most supremely selfish creature I had ever encountered, even more so than Zari A. I'd gotten an apology from him, but understood from the wording and the tone of it that he was less sorry about what he did or how I felt about it than he was that I stopped acting in a way he wanted me to. Ultimately, everything revolved around him. You have to wonder if all nature spirits are like that.

      "Yes, but there is more to it than that," Zari purred at me in response. She watched me with her large amber eyes from her perch on the counter behind Peter.

      "Can we trust them?" Meg asked. Clearly she was referring to Pele and Kuan Yin.

      "To an extent," Peter said carefully.

      "What does that mean?" This was from Kyle, who ran a hand through his own dark hair, eyebrows raised.

      "They won't put you in danger on purpose," Peter responded. "However their goals may not be our goals. We know what they want us to know and nothing more. Gods and goddesses always have multiple agendas."

      That I could understand.

      "Trust Kuan Yin more than Pele," Peter added. There was a slight sneer as he said the Volcano Goddess’ name. There was definitely no love lost there. I really wanted to know more about that.

      "Not now," Zari A warned.

      "You know?" I asked.

      "Not exactly, but I think he won't tell you here and will avoid the question later if he suspects you really want to know."

      I let the question hang for now.

      "Does Zari know more about this shielding?" Meg asked. She directed this question at me.

      "I can find out," Zari responded.

      I relayed her message to Meg. RaeLynn made a note.

      Peter stood up. "I'll slip out and see what I can find around Rainier."

      "I'll be driving up there later today. I'll take Dillon unless we need him here for something else?” Meg said, although with the last her voice raised in a question.

      "Fine by me," Dillon said.

      Kyle looked surprised.

      "I want Dillon up there with me because I'm not sure what we're going to find as far as opposition. He's more comfortable with weapons," Meg responded to Kyle's unspoken question. "I also want to know if Colleen and Ian will be available if we need them." She looked back to me.

      "Colleen can definitely be made available. I can pull Ian off his own work, but you know he won't like it if he has to help out," I responded. Both of them worked in the security section of the company I set up. That was my baby. Ian was my first hire. Unfortunately his first job had turned out to include a half air spirit making trouble. He'd also gotten to see Peter and another earth spirit at work. It was a little much for him and he'd requested to be kept out of what he called “the woo woo stuff.” I'd done my best to stick to that for the last few months. He did good work and I'd hate to lose him. On a personal note, he was definitely worth looking at.

      "Yeah," Meg said, nodding her head in time to her pacing. Peter slipped behind her, matching his steps to hers until she noticed and slowed. He paused for half a breath, long enough for her to notice and the blush to start to creep into her face again before he moved on, letting his hand brush against her hip, fingers trailing behind as if he really didn't want to let the physical contact stop. It was subtle enough that he probably wasn't aware of what he was doing.

      "I'll be back before noon," he said, walking out of the conference room. He'd probably just disappear by the elevator and reappear near Rainier. He'd find what he needed and then draw that on a map for Meg and Dillon.

      "What are we doing?" Kyle asked, addressing Meg.

      "Research. RaeLynn and Zari A on her computer. You on the regular one. If you or RaeLynn find anything on the computers then Rain can follow up with phone calls. You’re good on the phone,” Meg said. I was surprised. I didn’t think Meg thought I was good at anything.

      Everyone looked around. Zari A leaped off the counter to trot over to the door, winding through Meg's legs with ease, although Meg was a bit less graceful, having to put a hand on the wall. She glared after the cat, who didn't miss a step nor even notice the near miss the two had.

      "Questions?" Meg asked.

      Everyone was standing up. RaeLynn was already moving the unused water glasses around to take them to the kitchen.

      "Can you start with Zari A and get things set up for her while I do this?" RaeLynn asked me, gesturing to the glasses.

      I nodded, glad to be of use while everyone started tracking down what they needed to find.

      "I'm not exactly sure what I can look up," Kyle said, standing.

      "If nothing else look up deities," Meg said. "You may also want to check pagan forums and see if there are any rumors going around about changes."

      "Would they know?" RaeLynn asked.

      "I don't have a clue, but maybe one of you will find something worth following up on."

      “I could call Angela Light too,” Kyle said, referring to one of the coven leaders in the area. Angela was very helpful, and rumor had it she was very plugged into the local pagan culture. I wondered how he’d word the question.

      With that Meg left the conference room. I was left there looking around at everyone else. I pulled my hair back off my shoulders and smoothed it down over my emerald-toned pullover. I’d gone with the near-black hair color that I’d had when I got here. It seemed to suit me and went well with the jewel tones I favored. There were a few little cat hairs on my pullover, which I ignored. There weren’t so many as to be messy, but a few might actually pull in my brown slacks that I had chosen to pair with the pullover.

      I glanced down at the pumps I was wearing, knowing that I was going to have to dig up some walking shoes. I had a sinking suspicion we'd all be out in the field. I hate having to wear blue jeans. My hips are too wide and my body too soft to fill them out the way they should be. I look much better in nice slacks and dresses designed to show off my assets, which are ample.

      Dillon held the door for RaeLynn when she left. I walked around the front of the conference table, intending to follow them. I let my hand rest on the place where the goddess had touched it. I don't know if I hoped for that acceptance that I had felt when Kuan Yin looked at me or what, but whatever it was, it wasn't there. I was surprised at how disappointed I was on not feeling it.
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