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      Magic is real, but Tara’s life isn’t a fairy tale.

      From humble beginnings, Tara’s managed to work her way into a great job researching Dark Energy, aka “magic,” in Chicago. She has a beautiful house she renovated with her own hands, and a loving extended family, but she hasn’t found her soulmate … Not that she believes in soulmates.

      Lionel is a Light Elf. Despite being of dubious heritage and being born a peasant, he’s risen in the ranks to serve the Elf Queen. Like all true elves, Lionel has a soulmark to identify his soulmate … He just hasn’t found her yet.

      When Lionel’s and Tara’s lives collide and Dark Elves strike, they’re forced to work together or perish. Friendship and more grows between them, but dangers loom … Tara is more important than she knows, and Lionel is more important than he wants to admit. Both of them have choices to make.

      Will Lionel choose a “perfect” love over Tara? How much is Tara willing to give up for a happily ever after?

      They might find that in an uncertain world, the love you struggle for is the only certain thing.

      

      A standalone adventure romance in the world of I Bring the Fire.
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      Soul Marked is a standalone novel. It is based in my I Bring the Fire universe, but you need absolutely no knowledge of that universe to enjoy it.

      For those of you who are familiar with I Bring the Fire, the events in this story happen between Fates and Warriors.

      For those of you finding this book after reading Magic After Midnight, the story takes place before the demise of Odin.

      To all readers, new and old, thank you for following me on this journey. Enjoy!
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      Wincing in the dark and dust, crushed in the small space, Tara stretches her arm. She finds the socket, inserts the plug, and hears a beep above her. Stifling a sneeze, Tara says, “I think I fixed your printer, Dr. Eisenberg.”

      From across the lab comes a distracted, “Mmmm …”

      She didn’t expect more. Scooting out from under the desk, she sees the doctor, back to her, sitting in front of a computer. Not turning, he says, “I love this interface for the dark energy detector you built me, Tara. I told you that you could do it!”

      Tara smiles. “Thank you.” She hadn’t been so sure, but he’d convinced her to try, and she is pretty proud of the results. It’s not as special as he makes it out to be; she’d just combined low-frequency mining communication technology with dark energy detection tech. Still, putting that thing together, and designing the computer interface had been one of the more interesting things she’s gotten to do for her job. When she applied for the job for “network support specialist,” she hadn’t realized how many plugs she’d be inserting into electrical outlets.

      Dr. Eisenberg’s voice rings with delight. “I can’t wait to see my first magical creature!”

      It’s her turn to be noncommittal. “Mmm …” Dr. Eisenberg is new to Chicago. She’s lived here her whole life. She was here the day the world learned that humans aren’t alone in the universe. There are other realms, and some of humanity’s mythical gods and magical creatures—more scientifically known as “dark energy utilizing lifeforms”—are real. She watched the dust rise from downtown as Loki, the so-called Norse God of Mischief and Chaos, and a handful of AK-47 toting Dark Elves, turned half of Chicago’s financial district to dust. Loki vanished, the Dark Elves retreated to Eastern Europe, but visits by trolls, wyrms, and other nasties are fairly regular. Granted, the unicorns are pretty, Thor seems nice, and Odin’s people rounding up the Dark Elves and their collaborators around Chernobyl seem to be taking care of the radiation situation there, but her feelings on magical creatures are decidedly mixed.

      Peering over his shoulder to check the readouts, her heart falls. Swallowing, she bites her lip, takes a deep breath, and fesses up. “Dr. Eisenberg, I don’t think you should thank me.”

      Spinning in his chair, he looks up at her through his bifocals, a frown on his lips and brows furrowing. “What do you mean?” he huffs.

      The small man goes from warm to ice cold in seconds. He’s more than a little plump, and right now his cheeks are trembling with what she knows is barely suppressed rage. He can be a difficult guy to work with, but Tara hates to let him down. He gave her, a Liberal Arts major without a computer science or engineering degree, the chance to work on this project, and she’s messed up.

      Swallowing, she points at the readout. “Well, this is saying that there is a very large sustained energy disruption.”

      “Yes,” Dr. Eisenberg says, eyes narrowing. “What are you getting at?”

      Tara gulps. “The only thing that would cause this sort of readout would have to be a wyrm, or an invading army.”

      Dr. Eisenberg’s pale skin goes chalky white.

      Holding up a hand, she points to the office at the end of the lab where he’s been keeping Tara’s device. It’s designed to transmit through rock and concrete, and he’s been waiting for the guys from building maintenance to install it in the basement so they can test it. “If it was working, we’d have been eaten by now.”

      Dr. Eisenberg licks his lips nervously. “It’s not in my office … or in the basement,” he whispers, and then spins in his chair. “Oh my god, oh my god.”

      Tara’s heart skips a beat. She puts her hand on his shoulder. “We have to be calm. Where did you—?”

      A deep voice booms, “Be calm about what?”

      Tara turns to find Dean Kowalski at the door.

      Spinning back around in his chair, Dr. Eisenberg cries, “I put Tara’s dark energy detector device in the abandoned Washington-State L station and it’s detected a wyrm … or an army.”

      Tara blinks. Well that tells her the where.

      “Why is your device somewhere other than this campus?” Kowalski demands.

      Dr. Eisenberg pushes his glasses up his nose. “It’s Tara’s detector, George. You never give her credit.”

      Tara’s eyebrows hike. Not the time to point that out, Dr. Eisenberg.

      Kowalski roars, “Eisenberg, if you were in the abandoned L stop, you were trespassing!”

      “You didn’t get me authorization to put it in the basement. Now we have to warn the FBI and call 911!” Dr. Eisenberg cries, raising his arms.

      “Do you realize the laws you’re breaking by putting an unsanctioned surveillance device on public property? And how much money we get from city tax dollars?”

      “There isn’t any law against that!” Dr. Eisenberg snaps.

      Tara looks at the computer screen and the steady yellow dark energy indicator … if it’s real, it’s a wyrm … not an army.

      “Of course there is, and if there isn’t, there should be—”

      Taking advantage of her invisibility, Tara slips out the door, whips out her phone, and types out a quick warning on her social media channels.

      Thought I saw a wyrm at Washington/State L.

      She tags @ChicagoDE—the FBI’s handle for their Dark Energy Branch in town. Tara’s message is not technically a lie, even if she “saw it” on a readout on a computer. Brow furrowing, she also tags @godofradioshack and @godofsmallengines. They tweet a lot about magic detection devices—she’s almost sure they’re government techs.

      She gets a reply from @godofradioshack almost immediately.

      Thanks @ChiQueen. We’re on it.

      They trust her. She smiles grimly. This isn’t the first time she’s let information like this out into the wild when Kowalski had a meltdown about procedures, or proprietary technology, or just “you didn’t get my permission for that!”

      Moments later, @ChicagoFBI posts a yellow alert for the L line, and Tara nods in satisfaction. Yellow alert is perfect. Red alert would have people trampling each other to get to the exit. Yellow will have them griping about a possible false alarm—which it might be—but heading for the exit anyway. Wyrms are giant, gray, venomous snake things. After you’ve seen one wyrm, you don’t want to see another.

      Kowalski storms through the door, not even glancing at her as she slips her phone away. Crossing her arms, she rolls her eyes at his back. His deliberate ignorance of her existence is probably not because she’s black, or female, or doesn’t have even a Master’s degree. It’s probably all three. She sighs. She didn’t take this job because she wanted to be famous, she took this job because she likes it. The hours aren’t stressful—well, they weren’t before she started working with Dr. Eisenberg—the health insurance is great, and it seemed like the perfect job to have if you wanted to start a family. She frowns. Not that she has a family, or even a significant other.

      Shaking her head, she pats her phone in her pocket. She may be invisible, but she’s an invisible person saving the world, and she’s ready for any crisis Kowalski, or magic, sends her way.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Lionel stands in the lone Light Elf outpost in the Delta of Sorrows and wishes he could make himself invisible. The night wind is gusty, and branches of the skeletal black swamp trees clack against the outpost’s wooden walls. He hears the sounds of beasts and insects in the swamp. Soldiers pass by him, scrutinizing his steward’s attire with hard eyes. Around him, he hears whispers. “A steward should not be able to open a World Gate,” someone says. Someone else replies, “The peasant who approached us on the Golden Road was his mother … Peasants shouldn’t rise to the level of steward to Her Majesty, either.”

      Lionel feels his ears flush. It is unusual that a peasant as young as Lionel is magical enough to rise to the level of steward. He hates attention being brought to that … it brings up too many awkward questions. Who is your mother? And worse. Who is your father? He shifts on his feet and tries to ignore the gossip.

      It’s harder to ignore the way his skin crawls to the points of his ears. The Delta of Sorrow’s waters twist magic inside out and backward. Even though he’d ridden in on a horse, and had been a good pace above the effluent, the whole trip he’d felt like his hair had been brushed the wrong way. Now he feels like the black trees, angry beasts, and dark waters around the outpost are ready to swallow the tiny piece of dry land whole. He doesn’t know how the Dark Elves can live here.

      He turns at the sound of footsteps. Finding himself facing Lady Light Leaf, a member of the armed escort that brought him to the desolate place, Lionel bows.

      “Steward, come with me,” she says.

      Lionel falls into step as she strides toward a bare patch of land atop the tiny hillock within the compound. He can feel the flush of magic on his skin as they draw closer to it. Lady Light Leaf says, “You’ve never been to Midgard or encountered wild humans before?”

      Lionel keeps his eyes focused on the muck. He has been to Midgard and met wild humans, but it’s a subject as difficult as his unconventional rise in ranks.

      Taking his silence for an affirmative, Light Leaf continues, “Wild humans are not like Odin’s recruits, the Einherjar who visit the Queen’s Palace. The Einherjar don’t just get immortality when they eat Idunn’s apples, they become magical, and magic bestows nobility … before that, they’re savages.”

      Lionel’s ears twitch. His experience is very limited, but that is not how he remembers all the wild humans he’s met.

      “If you get caught, they’re liable to take you for a leprechaun and torture you until you lead them to your pot of gold,” she finishes.

      Lionel presses his lips into a thin line. The ancient peasants in his village who’d lived in Midgard have a take on humans that is very different. “There are bad humans,” he was always told, “but they’re so small and stunted, you can’t help but want to help them! And anyway, unless you do something stupid, like become indebted to them, your elven charm makes them next to helpless.”

      His brow furrows. That helplessness was before the humans started using gunpowder to make weapons.

      To Lady Light Leaf, he says, “Of course.”

      The whisper of arrows makes Lionel look up. Elves on the northwest turret are releasing a steady volley. Beside him, Lady Light Leaf commands, “Stay down,” and jogs off.

      As a peasant who spent his youth at the border of the Dark Lands, he is proficient at a bow, and a fair hand at a blade. He could help them if he was armed, but no warrior would dream of offering a weapon to a steward. His fingers reach the magical key that hangs at his wrist. Marker of his station, it can open any of the doors in the palace. But more than that, it acts as a magical reservoir, and he can use its power for feats of magic he wouldn’t be able to accomplish on his own. It is his only weapon.

      There is a sound like fireworks outside the gate. Shouts ring around him and warriors rush by.

      Lionel swallows, remembering his mother’s words. “Why does the queen care about Dark Elves trading for weapons with the humans? It’s Odin the All Father’s job to round up magical creatures who break the law by going to the human realm.”

      “Odin’s forces are thin, Mother,” he’d replied. “If we don’t act, the Dark Elves will wage war against the queen before Odin intercedes.”

      “But you’re no warrior! Why should she put your life in danger?” she’d pressed.

      Lionel didn’t dare tell her that the queen’s orders had put him in danger before, danger greater than collecting Dark Elves trading for weapons with humans in Midgard. And he hadn’t tried to explain that he relishes the hard and dangerous tasks the queen gives him. No one had expected him, a peasant, to succeed as a steward. It was a matter of personal honor that he more than succeed, he had to excel. He wasn’t about to fail now.

      Instead of saying all that, he assured her, “They just need me to open the gate, Mother. I won’t be in the fighting.”

      The sound of fireworks brings him back to the present. He swallows his fear, realizing it’s “gunfire,” and far too close.

      “Got him!” someone says.

      “Retrieval party!” someone shouts. “At the gate now!” Lionel watches in fascination as four warriors climb down from turrets and jog to the gates.

      Lady Light Leaf’s voice at his shoulder makes him start. “Be glad it’s not you, Steward.”

      Lionel nods politely. There is no disagreeing with royalty.

      She beckons, and he follows her to the open space at the center of the fortress, the feel of magic intensifying with each step. Twelve warriors wait there. All are taller than him—as befits their station—and all wear the queen’s livery of ivory and pale blue. Their hair is held back by clasps of gold, revealing the points of their ears. Lionel feels their eyes on him. Someone clears his throat. None of them expect someone peasant-born who is only a few centuries old to be able to open a World Gate. All elves can sense World Gates, but not all can walk through them, much less hold them ajar for others.

      Lionel takes a half step forward and feels a fissure in the air. Lifting his arms, he drags his hands through the air, and feels the fragility of space and time beneath his fingers.

      “I’m ready,” he says.

      Lady Light Leaf’s eyes go toward the gate of the compound and narrow. “We go now.”

      Lionel nods. Closing his eyes, he reaches up and grasps “the Veil” of space time and folds it back. He opens his eyes. Nothing appears to have changed, but he lets out a breath. “It’s done.”

      Light Leaf nods to the warriors, and they step through in barely perceptible shifts of light. From the compound comes whispers of disbelief. “Stewards shouldn’t be able to do that.”

      “It must be a special talent,” someone else says.

      “Lady,” Lionel says, inclining his head to the gate. Opening World Gates is a special talent of his, but the effort of holding the Veil back is tiring.

      “I never doubted you’d be able to do it, Steward,” she says. “The queen doesn’t make mistakes.”

      Lionel can only nod in response. She has to know the strain of keeping the gate open is costing him.

      “But riding here, I was surprised that you could ride a horse so well.”

      The Veil slips through Lionel’s fingers, and the gate closes with a fizz of magical energy.

      Bowing his head, he looks up at her through his eyelashes. There is a smirk on her face. Lionel’s skin heats, prepared for her to berate him for letting the Veil close.

      Instead she takes a step closer to him, head cocked. “Well? Aren’t you going to tell me how you got such a good seat?”

      Lionel feels the heat of magical compulsion in the air, tightens his grip on his key, and lets its magical energy fuel his resistance. It’s not the first time he’s been propositioned by someone above his station, though she is the first warrior to do so. His eyes fall to where her sleeve is rolled up, revealing her soulmark: two arrows aimed at the sun. He’d seen the same mark on one of the warriors who’d just stepped through. Elves aren’t monogamous before marriage, nor even supposed to be jealous, but a dalliance with someone below her station might cause trouble for Lionel.

      “Well?” Light Leaf smirks.

      She is as tall as him, her skin bronzed, her eyes the color and shape of almonds, and the magic she radiates feels just slightly older than his. He might have been interested just minutes before, but she’s playing games while warriors are stranded on the other side of the World Gate on a strange world with guns. They may not be his caste, but he still finds the heat of anger rising in his chest on their behalf. At the same time, he finds a misconception crumbling. He’d thought that a warrior, accustomed to death, might hold onto life and their paramours with more emotional energy. Lionel’s too often been called overly emotional. He doesn’t like to share; he would like someone more … invested. But Light Leaf doesn’t hold even to her soulmate with any urgency, apparently.

      “I was born a peasant,” he replies. “I can ride horses, hadrosaurs, hippalektryons … all sorts of beasts.”

      She huffs. He isn’t sure if he’s insulted her or titillated her, but he’s parried her advance well and has plausible deniability. “Shall I open the Veil again?” he asks.

      “Yes,” she replies, her eyes narrow and gleaming.

      He rips it back with perhaps too much force, and she steps through and winks out of sight. Following her a moment later, he finds himself in a strange misty purple-orange twilight, blinking at Light Leaf’s soulmate. He’s smirking openly at Lionel. “Couldn’t hold the World Gate open, Steward? I’d hoped for more stamina from you.”

      The hairs on the back of Lionel’s neck rise. The lord knew of his lady’s advance, and by the look on his face, approved of it. They are in a foreign world, facing possible death, and the nobility still play games. The memory of an ex-lover’s voice fills his mind. “We’re elves, the only true immortals. We have to play games or we’d die of boredom.”

      Turning away from the lord and the memory, Lionel looks down the narrow street and feels magic on his face. “Someone magical approaches,” he says, grateful he has an excuse not to answer the lord’s question.

      “Strange,” says Lady Light Leaf, walking in the direction of his gaze. “I don’t feel—” She halts in her tracks and her eyes go wide. She lifts her hand, bows rise, and a few swords come out. Lionel’s hand goes to his key.

      The sound of birds fills the narrow roadway, and Lady Light Leaf signals the archers to put down their bows. Out of the mist a group of Light Elves emerge. They are led by a tall elf with dark brown skin, nearly black eyes, and long dark braids held back with bands of gold. Lionel bows, recognizing Lord Beddel of the Sun Kingdom of Alfheim’s Middle Continent.

      “You’ve brought a mage to man the gate?” Beddel asks with a frown.

      Lady Light Leaf gestures to Lionel. “By the queen’s command, I have brought her steward.”

      Lord Beddel narrows his eyes at Lionel. “Are we stretched so thin?” he murmurs. “Steward, listen to me. As soon as we apprehend the Dark Elves, we’ll bring them here. I will be busy constraining them. Your task will be to open the gate. Understood?”

      Lionel bows again. “Of course, I will wait.”

      Beddel stalks closer. “The humans’ magical chariots pass through this way. We have some intelligence they may be self-aware. They can crush you on a whim. Don’t get hit.”

      Taking a step back, Lionel says, “Yes, sir, of course not.” Due to one of the queen’s whims he hasn’t told his mother about, Lionel had seen one such chariot, and thought much the same. Confirmation of his suspicion doesn’t make him feel better.

      Beddel waves a hand at the others. Where there had been elves, round-eared humans appear, wearing strange blue uniforms, their bows invisible. Lionel notices Beddel doesn’t use a magical object like his key to power the illusion. Lionel’s magical skills are strong for a peasant, but nowhere near the other man’s.

      Beddel waves his hand again, and the warriors depart.

      Lionel waits for them to be out of sight. He promised his mother he’d come back to her, and the night feels cold and dangerous. He decides to use a skill he isn’t supposed to have. Grasping the key tightly, he lets its magic rush into him, and uses it to compel the photons to pass through him as though he doesn’t exist. Even with the key to power the invisibility, it is draining. Leaning against the wall for support, he waits, ready for any human or magic chariot that might set upon him.
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      Tara steps out of the university into a chilly Chicago night. The air is wet and misty, and she has a hood pulled tight over her hair and an umbrella for good measure. She crosses through the small courtyard garden to the archway that leads to the street, and almost plows into a man in a druid costume. She sighs. It’s one of the City of Gods tour guides. She sees his converted school bus idling on the street. The archway was the scene of a troll “visit” and it’s been an “attraction” ever since.

      “If Odin is so just and wise,” a tourist says, “why did he let Loki come to Earth? Why doesn’t he stop the trolls?”

      “Why did he blame us when his eight-legged horse ran off with a bunch of unicorns,” someone else mutters.

      Someone murmurs, “There were innocent people caught in some of the crossfire in Eastern Europe … They attacked embassies.”

      Another person dressed in druid-like clothes says, “Thousands of completely innocent people died here because those countries gave them aid! Odin went after the leaders, not the common people.”

      The druid raises his arms and his voice rings with conviction. “People prayed in fear when Loki and Dark Elves nearly destroyed the city. Odin sent his son Thor to defend us, and he rounded up the Dark Elves and their collaborators in Eastern Europe. You want a personal god? You can’t get more personal than Odin.”

      Tara huffs. Hunching her shoulders, she walks quickly past him. She’s probably as invisible to him as she is to Dean Kowalski.

      Twenty minutes later, Tara is wondering if maybe Odin does see her, has a nasty sense of humor, and might be trying to punish her.

      Dr. Eisenberg’s voice is filling her car, just barely audible over the sound of her windshield wipers. “I got your email just after I opened the gif, Tara.”

      Tara winces. Another victim of the computer virus going around the department. After saving the world—or at least the L line—she’s done nothing but clean up viruses. As brainy as the researchers in the University of Illinois’s new Department of Dark Energy are, they have an amazing susceptibility to opening viral attachments, and to cats. Not surprisingly, a viral attachment called, “Cute-Cats.gif” is spreading like an evil enchantment on the department hard drives.

      Keeping her eyes focused on the road, Tara says, “You know, Christine is there, right?” She’s certain that the hopefulness in her voice comes through loud and clear.

      There’s a moment of silence, and then, “Can’t you come back?”

      Tara glances at the clock in her dash: seven o’clock. Also, she’s hungry. “I would, Dr. Eisenberg, but you know by the time I get back to the university and into the lab, it will be past seven thirty.”

      “I can wait for you.”

      Trying to keep her voice cheerful, Tara says jokingly, “But you know how the gremlins come out after seven thirty.”

      Another moment of silence, and then, “Really? That happens sometimes?”

      Tara’s lips purse. She supposes it’s not crazy that he believes her. Dr. Eisenberg is new to the city. He doesn’t know gremlins aren’t among the usual visitors. Does she take the high road and tell him that? Turning down the street onto her block, she sighs. “Not really, but I’m almost—” Tara hits the brakes, and the tires skid on the wet pavement. Ahead there’s people running across the street—they’re long-haired white kids and young adults—dozens of them being chased by cops. Somewhere far off she hears gunfire.

      “Tara, what’s wrong?” Dr. Eisenberg squeaks. “Gremlins?”

      Something is very wrong. The neighborhood is dangerous, but her little block is an oasis. Also, there just aren’t that many white people in her neighborhood to chase. She finds her heart beating too fast. “I don’t—” Tara’s breath catches as a cop’s club comes down on a little boy, his hair that had been strawberry-blonde going dark.

      Before Tara knows what she is doing, she’s jumped out of the car. “Stop!” The scream rips out of her and she finds herself running toward the boy, now sprawled out on the wet pavement, dark ooze pooling around his head. Someone grabs her from behind and she expects the club to come down on her too, but there is something about seeing a child, limp as a rag doll, being dragged away that makes her lose all sense of fear. “Stop!” she screams again, pulling at the arms that are holding her.

      “Madam, calm down,” says whoever has her arms pinned. “They’re only Dark Elves.”

      And it’s that moment that she sees the pointed ears, but she still struggles, like she’s possessed. “He’s a little boy! He’s a little boy!” she shouts as other cops drag him away.

      A female cop runs in front of her and says, “Madam, madam, be calm!”

      Tara jumps and tries to peek around her but there are other cops in the way. “Madam, I must insist,” says the man behind her.

      Madam? Insist? Tara feels the hairs on the back of her neck rise. Breaking free, she manages to barge past the woman … and the road is empty.

      The little boy, the “teenagers” who might all have been elves, are gone. All that is left is a single police officer standing in the middle of the road and echoes of a struggle she can’t see … or did she imagine it? Tara pulls her coat tighter, distractedly noticing the rain is falling harder and that her hood has fallen back. Her teeth chatter. Just a bit colder and the rain would be snow.

      “Madam,” says the woman again. For the first time, Tara looks at her. The woman’s got the sort of lithe musculature Tara associates with dancers. Her skin is a lovely bronze shade, her eyes are wide, worried, and concerned. Tara’s eyes slide to the man who held her. He’s Caucasian, with eyes that might be green, and his frame is slight. Tara’s five foot ten and change in socks, and nearly six foot two in the stacked heeled boots she’s wearing; she’s used to being tall, but these two cops are short. Tara feels a shiver run down her spine. They’re not as broad in the shoulder as the cops she knows, either.

      “What’s your name, madam?” the man asks. His voice musical, his words compelling … Tara shivers again, and it isn’t just the cold. She keeps her lips sealed.

      “You must not worry about this,” says the woman, waving a hand. “Missus—? Why don’t you tell me your name? Your full name.”

      Over the woman’s shoulder, Tara sees the taller police officer, the one she’d seen standing in the middle of the street, and she feels like her whole body has turned to ice. She suddenly has to get away.

      “You’re right, I don’t need to worry about this. I’ll just go now.” Spinning on her heals, she runs and slides into her car. She looks back and sees the last officer is walking toward her. If she had to paint a picture of African perfection, she would paint his face. His eyes are nearly black and wide, but have a delicate angle to them, his nose is flat but not too broad. His skin is dark and smooth over striking cheekbones, and his lips are generous. He also has long, black, beautiful braids, which she’d wouldn’t expect on a police officer and that would humanize him, but his expression is flat, and his eyes are hard.

      Slamming the door, she smiles nervously through the window. His lips part as though he is about to speak, and she’s terrified of what he will say. Her hands tremble as she pulls on her seat belt, which makes her knock the steering wheel with her elbow, which sets off the horn. The man’s eyes widen comically at the sound, his mouth snaps shut, and he jumps back. Feeling like she’s just dodged a bullet, and not waiting for the order she’s sure he’ll issue, Tara guns the engine and the tires squeal. A few heartbeats later, she looks in the mirror. They’re not following.

      Dr. Eisenberg’s voice cracks over her phone, and she jumps in her seat, surprised that he didn’t hang up.

      “Tara, are you all right?”

      “I …” She swallows.

      “Tara?”

      “I … never thought …” she whispers. She knows police officers, good guys she and Chris flirt with over gyros in Greek Town. But she’s in Chicago and she knows the other kind exists—the city owes several hundred million dollars to victims of Chicago police officers’ “overzealousness.” She’s never seen that “overzealousness” up close, but it is a nagging fear that is always there. And now she’s seen it … and this time, the victim had been white … and an elf? She squeezes the steering wheel. The victim had been a child. She feels a lump in her throat and her vision starts to go blurry.

      “Did you see gremlins?” Dr. Eisenberg asks. “A troll?” He sounds way too excited.

      “I …” She remembers the faces of the police officers—they’d looked too perfect, and they’d called her “madam.” FBI? Someone else … something else? “Maybe.”

      “You sound shaken up,” says Dr. Eisenberg.

      “I saw …” Tara has seen a lot of things. She’s seen a man get shot in front of her. She’s had guys expose themselves to her. She’s seen fights, and blood spilled on the pavement afterward. But she is shaken.

      It was a little boy …

      “You’re shaken. Listen, go home … and don’t come in tomorrow.”

      Tara blinks. “What?”

      “I’ll tell everyone that you’re working on a special project for me.”

      Tara’s brow furrows. Actually, that would probably work. Dr. Eisenberg is a grant machine and the highest paid researcher in the department. His whim is practically law. Also, he often goes off-site with lots of electronic equipment and Tara to patch it up when he drops it, or find it when he loses it, but why would he—?

      “I’m going to bring my gear over and we’ll check and see if what you saw left a Dark Energy signature,” he finishes.

      And that’s the flighty, self-interested, mad genius she knows. “I might have imagined it,” she says. And now she’s beginning to wonder if she did.

      “Too good to miss if it was real!” Dr. Eisenberg says, sounding absolutely gleeful. “Now I’m going to pack up, just in case those gremlins come.” The phone line goes dead.

      She glances in the rearview mirror and sees only a lone pair of headlights, no cops. She suddenly feels very alone.
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      Alone in the cold, misty dark, Lionel jumps at the sound of fireworks a few hundred paces away. He cranes his neck, but doesn’t see any bright bursts of flame. Was it the sound of human weapons?

      He lets out a breath, and sucks in another fast as the wall behind him starts to groan. Spinning, Lionel finds it rising, beams of light bursting from beneath. Backing up, he blinks into the blinding bright eyes of one of the possibly sentient human chariots. He’s invisible, but he can still be flattened. Lionel darts to the left, out of its line of vision, but the thing turns in his direction with a honk. It either has sensitive hearing, or smell, or both. Spinning again, Lionel runs. Looking back, he sees the thing speeding up. He sprints through a narrow open gate and slams it behind him. The chariot honks again, but passes by, and Lionel sighs in relief.

      He looks around and finds himself in a small yard with a hulking brick building at the far end. From the door of the building comes a bark and a scratching noise. An instant later, the door opens, and a dog erupts from inside, growling and lunging directly at him. Lionel scampers over the gate, just in time for the dog’s body to impact against it. Someone shouts in the native tongue. With magic, Lionel feels the meaning of the words. “Buster! What are you doing? Chasing ghosts, you crazy dog?”

      Humans can’t see Lionel, but dogs can smell him. A rat across the alley pauses, stands up on its haunches, twitches its whiskers, and then goes about its business. Rats can also smell him; they just apparently don’t care.

      The gate behind Lionel thumps again, and he hears the human shout, “Get out of the rain, dog!”

      Lionel feels a flare of magic on the side of his face, in the direction of the World Gate. There are shouts in Elvish and Lionel peers down the narrow roadway and his eyes go wide. The elves arriving aren’t wearing the livery of the queen. Their garments are mismatched and dark. He can tell even at this distance that some have scared faces and the silvery hair of mortal beings. He swallows. Dark Elves … but if they came through the gate, it must mean that the Light Elves at the other side were overwhelmed. Lionel counts four, five, six pairs emerging through the Veil … and more keep coming.

      “Buster” goes ballistic. Other dogs begin to howl on either side of the roadway. Doors open; somewhere a siren wails. The Dark Elves start down the alleyway at a jog in Lionel’s direction.

      Checking to see he’s still invisible, Lionel breaks into a run, not bothering to hide the sound of his footsteps, just trying to not slip on the rain-slicked cobbles. At the end of the roadway, a man and woman in blue appear. Feeling the  warmth of magic on his face, Lionel gasps … they are his companions! Behind him, he hears shouts in Elvish and the crack of fireworks. He feels a sharp pain in the back of his leg, and goes sprawling. He rolls out of the way just in time to miss being trampled by a seeming army of Dark Elves sprinting past. Warm wetness soaks his trousers and his invisibility slips away in a frisson of electricity along his skin. Grasping the key tight, he uses its magic to reach inside himself. He is able to close a nick to his femoral artery just in time.

      Somewhere far away he hears, “Damn gangs … can’t even take out your garbage without their nonsense.”

      Something slick, bulky, lumpy, and odorous crashes on top of him and everything goes black.
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      Tara’s still shaking when she pulls into the alley that cuts between the Greystones on either side of her block. From a few houses away, she sees that the auto-timer has turned on the lights of her duplex down. By their lights, she sees that the just-out-of-law-school couple who bought the place upstairs is already home.

      All her cousins, aunts, and uncles have moved off with their degrees to Oak Park and Evanston—they’re always trying to convince her to move. “It’s still diverse but safer, Tara, and you have more than enough money!” they say. But her Greystone is such a welcome sight. The last building her father and she had remodeled before his death, it glitters in the rainy night, and looks as beautiful and stately as anything on the Gold Coast.

      She releases a long breath, willing her madly beating heart to be still, and notices her next-door neighbor has thrown his garbage bags over the fence again. Somehow it always winds up in front of her garage. It’s still raining, and her hair will be ruined. She shivers and realizes for the first time she’s already drenched, and her hair is hanging in long damp clumps, soaking her shoulders. Her hood had fallen back when she’d seen … well, whatever it was she really saw.

      Shaking her head, Tara gets out of the car and lifts the first enormous bag. She carries it over to the bin, turns around, and screams. There’s a skinny white guy lying on the ground where the garbage bag had been. His eyes are closed, and he has long, nearly white-blonde hair.

      She takes a deep breath. Probably a junkie passed out or something. She gulps, remembering the probably-maybe-elves being chased and bludgeoned by the maybe-probably-FBI-or-possibly-cops. She approaches the man slowly, and finds herself whispering, “Please be a junkie, please be a junkie.”

      Leaning over him, she gulps. The guy is dressed in dark, Renaissance faire clothing. A black tunic goes all the way to his thighs. It’s belted at the waist with a black cord. He’s wearing pants that match the shirt and black boots. Over his shoulders, he’s wearing a short black shruggy thing. He’s clutching a yellow silk rope with a key ring and a single key in a death grip. His ears are pointed.

      Rain drops slide down her neck. Tara pushes her hair, now a sodden mess, over one shoulder. She should call the police … the FBI … She bites her lip. Dark Elves were supposedly behind Chicago’s recent destruction, but the elves she’d seen running across the street hadn’t looked like warriors, they looked like kids. She thinks of the little boy and the blood pooling on the pavement and feels like she will be sick. This guy doesn’t have any weapons … Does he deserve that same treatment?

      A few minutes later, Tara’s dragging Elf Guy by the arms through her garage. It’s the shortest path to her back door. “This looks easier in the movies,” she mutters, dropping him with a huff. He’s heavy, and she’s never getting him up the back stoop, not without causing him even more injury. She sighs. “You’re going to have to sleep here.”

      There isn’t a response.

      Now that she’s inside and has better lighting, she can see there is a wound on his thigh, but not a lot of blood. The femoral artery is in that region, but if it had hit that, he’d be dead. Still, maybe she should take him to a hospital? She exhales, thinking of the experiments they might do to him, and the rumors of Dark Elves being taken to Guantanamo Bay. She tilts her head. For a Dark Elf, he’s very white. He looks like … she doesn’t know, young Eminem with long hair, maybe? Except his features are smoother, more finely chiseled, and then there are the ears. She reaches out and touches the point of one, hoping they’re fake, then she’d be able to call 911. But the tip is warm, the skin is delicate and soft, and for a moment, she is mesmerized. Snapping from her fascination, she pulls her hand away and weighs her options. Is he more likely to live if she turns him in?

      The garage fills with the sound of her mother’s ring tone. Tara scrambles to pick it up. “Mom!” she cries, desperately wanting to confess, I found an Elf Guy, and Mom, I don’t know what to do! Up until she had an unconscious man in her garage she thought she was an adult, but now she’s not so sure.

      “Tara, Steve Rogers is on the television! Oh, he is so handsome. You know he’s single, right?”

      Tara has a moment of disconnect. This is a frequent conversation between her mother and her. Director Steve Rogers of the FBI is the Savior of Chicago. He stood up to bureaucrats and to Loki, the Norse God, when he nearly blew the whole place down. Everyone says he’s going to be mayor, even though he’s black and Chicago, well, Chicago hasn’t had a lot of black mayors. Her mother thinks Tara should marry him because she needs a “smart man.”

      Normally, Tara’s response is “Mom, he’s almost ten years older than me and divorced!” Also, there’s rumors that he’s a Republican. To which her mother usually tells her she is too picky, and how can she ever find her soulmate if she isn’t going to just put herself out there?

      The banality of the familiar script catches Tara off guard. There is an elf in her garage, possibly dying, but they’re talking about her love life, or lack thereof. She really needs her mom’s advice, or at least to tell someone. But then she thinks of how her mom, a legal first-generation Mexican American, didn’t tell her that her grandparents were illegal because, “The less you know, the safer it is for everyone.”

      Her eyes slip to the elf. Maybe she shouldn’t drag her mother into this. “Um, yeah, Mom, he is a handsome man.”

      “I met his mother today! She came into Costco when I was …”

      From behind Tara comes a soft, “Lllew wellan leee …”

      Tara looks down and finds light blue eyes meeting her own. The tips of his ears are trembling.

      “Hello?” he says in a lovely voice that is deeper than she would have suspected for a man so slight.

      Her mother’s voice is loud in her ear. “Is that a man? Where are you? Are you still at work?”

      “No, Mom, I’m home,” Tara whispers. She’s only seen elves from afar. Even as drawn as his face is, and after lying on the ground under garbage bags in her alley, he’s luminous. She notices a bit of dirt on his cheek and has the urge to wipe it away.

      “You have a man over, and you’re commenting on Steve Rogers? Tara!” There is an exasperated sigh, and then her mother says, “Try to be nice,” and hangs up.

      And then it’s just Tara and the elf staring at each other in silence.
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      Lionel’s mouth is dry as bone and his vision is dark around the edges, but he’s able to see that it is a human woman hovering over him. She has golden brown skin and black hair, but her features are indistinct and blurry. He knows he should be afraid, but when he tightens his fingers on his key, he doesn’t feel danger … only hope. But did she understand him? Magic wants them to understand each other, he reminds himself.

      Key tight in his fist, he lets magic guide his words. “I won’t hurt you.”

      He has the impression of her lips pursing. “Yeah, I know that. But I might be hurting you …” Her words are soft, slow, measured, and that reassures him. She is not afraid. Something he learned as a farm boy on the edge of the Golden Road, wild creatures that are fearful are as dangerous as ones that are hungry.

      She continues, “I think you may need to go to a hospital. You’ve been shot, and it’s bad.”

      “Hospital?” he whispers. Magic can only translate words between languages when there is a corresponding word between them. This is apparently a thing that elves don’t have.

      “A place with lots of doctors,” she whispers.

      His heart seizes at that, remembering stories from Einherjar recruits who talked about human “healers” sawing off injured limbs. He grabs her arm. “No, please. I … magic … there will be no infection, not even … lockjaw.”

      He blinks. Surprised they have a name for the disease that is the bane of elves cut by iron implements. If they also suffer from the disease, why use iron?

      His vision clears enough to see her bite her lip. “Do you need anything?”

      “Water,” he croaks, feeling a wave of dizziness. Grasping the magic key in his hand, he closes his eyes and retreats into himself to survey his injuries. The muscle and fascia in his leg is torn, and he’s had to shut down the nerves around the wound, but he’s sealed up the vessels, and entry and exit points on his leg have scabbed over. There’s no sign of the deadly bacterium that causes lockjaw.

      “Here,” she whispers.

      He opens his eyes, unsure if she was only gone for a short while, or if he’d lost consciousness. She offers him a strange sort of clear canteen. He lifts his head. She puts a hand behind his back and presses it to his lips.

      The water is cool, and although it has a strange aftertaste, it is very palatable. He feels his lucidity returning with every gulp. When he finishes the canteen, he lays back down. The abode’s light is dim, but enough to reveal his benefactor’s appearance. Not all humans are beautiful. Their environment and lack of magic means they often suffer from malnutrition and infection, but the old elves say that beautiful humans are more beautiful than elves can ever be. Their features are not as regular, their forms more varied even in health. Lionel has met five wild humans in his lifetime. The first three, Hannah, Abraham, and their newborn, Benjamin had been malnourished, frightened, and in pain when they’d met. The other two had been companions of Loki. The elder had been charming for her gnome-like appearance. The younger woman had unremarkable facial features and odd proportions.

      This human is healthy and her features are striking. She has an aquiline nose that he’s seen in Odin’s Einherjar from Midgard’s Western Central continent, her eyes have a slight tilt to them, her lips are full. Black hair, the texture he’s seen most commonly on Einherjar from the African continent frames her face and sparkles … he blinks. The sparkles come from water droplets. For the first time, he notices the sound of raindrops on the roof. She dragged him out of the rain, and is now soaked through … just like him. He shivers, looks past her, and his eyes widen. Behind her is one of their metal chariot beasts. He scoots backward and pain lances from his wound and seemingly everywhere else.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks.

      He hisses angrily at himself for being an idiot—obviously she and the machine have some sort of understanding—but also, “They make you sleep with the machine-animals?” Last time he was in the human realm it was before this region’s civil war. He’s heard since then that the institution of slavery has ended, but an Einherjar of African and American heritage recruited during the second world war had told him, “There is no more slavery in the United States in this day and age, but we’re still segregated and unequal.” It’s exactly like that Einherjar had said.

      Her lips purse, perhaps never having considered the inequity before. “Machine-animal?”

      His eyes go to the chariot.

      Her eyebrows shoot up. “Yeah, um … do you think you can walk if I help you? I can take you inside. It’s going to get cold tonight and I don’t like putting a space heater out here.”

      The words seem mostly gibberish, as they are already inside, but he needs to be accommodating. He nods.

      “Okay,” she says. Putting his arm over her shoulder, she helps him to his feet. Upon standing, he’s hit with a wave of pain and again, it’s everywhere. It makes his vision foggy and dark, but he’s dimly aware that she’s taller than him, and her shoulders are broad enough to be a recruit for the Valkyries. They reach a door at the corner of the room, and she says, “Oops! I forgot.” She reaches backward with her spare arm in a strange sort of wave, and says, “Good night.”

      The machine-beast gives a cheery beep and flashes its lantern-eyes.

      Summoning all his persuasive magic, Lionel reassures it, “I mean your mistress no harm.”

      The woman gives him a funny look, and the chariot doesn’t give him a cheery beep.

      They hobble out into the night, through a tiny garden, and up a few cement steps. She does some odd things with her free hand to the “security system,” and opens a door. He is bathed in warm yellow light and hit by a gust of comfortably warm air. She guides him down the hallway to a room painted with a scene of cheerful animals on a savanna. The short journey has left him exhausted, and he practically dives out of her arms into the bed. It is more comfortable than he would have thought. He thought humans slept on straw.

      “Do you need to get undressed?” she asks.

      The world is getting dark, and Lionel shakes his head. The chamber is warm, even though he is in in damp clothes. A moment later, a large blanket encompasses him and he’s warmer still.

      The woman steps away, and he is struck by her silhouette—she has been as gentle as one of the queen’s healing maidens—but with her grace, strength, and wild beauty, she could be a Valkyrie. But a Valkyrie would never be as kind to a “short, scrawny elf.” He tightens his fingers on the keychain, and as magic races through him, he feels the same sensation of hope he had before. “Thank you …” he hears someone whisper. “… for saving my life.” She flicks a finger and the lights go out. The open doorway behind her glows even brighter in the gloom. The magic of the silken cord that marks his office thrums through him. He goes to sleep, the memory of hope warring with something else deep within his consciousness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Tara stares at herself in the bathroom mirror. The memory of the elf passed out among her younger cousin’s stuffed animals in the spare room is in stark contrast to her own reflection. He’d looked ethereal and young even in obvious pain. Magical. She is a mess. Her makeup is smudged, her mascara is running down her face, and after looking at the elf’s skin, she feels like her pores are as large as the craters of the moon. She looks old. Also, some girls can really rock the natural fro, but Tara isn’t one of them. Her hair type is what they call 4B: dense, tight curls that when not wet defy gravity, and never manage to look smooth and polished. Once a high school teacher had said her natural hair looked like a Brillo pad. Now it is a soggy, poofy mess. Sighing, she picks up a towel and begins drying it out. Tomorrow she’ll be wearing braids or a headscarf.

      Tomorrow …

      There is an elf in her spare bedroom being chased by people who are dangerous and violent. What is she going to do with him tomorrow?
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      A car going by honks loudly, and Tara jumps back onto the sidewalk.

      “Dr. Eisenberg, I don’t think you should—”

      Tara’s interrupted by another honk. Dr. Eisenberg is off in what her work mate Chris calls his “mind palace.” He’s crisscrossing the street with a Geiger counter-like instrument in his hand, mumbling to himself. Despite the cold, he’s wearing a blue, short-sleeved dress shirt. On his bottom half, he’s wearing dress slacks, and as a fashion statement—or comfort statement—bright red sneakers.

      Another car honks, and Tara winces. He’s going to get himself killed. Does letting a genius wander into traffic and get hit by a car count as manslaughter? It’s not like she could stop him.

      Speaking of not being able to stop someone …

      She looks down the street toward her Greystone. Everything looks normal. Elf Guy was sound asleep when she left. If he leaves, and her neighbors report him, she’s decided she’ll claim she knew nothing. She bites her lip. But then they might investigate her home, find a white-blonde hair, analyze the DNA, and discover he’d been in her guest room. Maybe she should come up with a better alibi? “He was a one-night stand, Mr. FBI Agent! I never noticed he was an elf, just that he was a little short!”

      How does one go about getting a one-night stand? She’s actually never done it … in theory, it’s supposed to be easy for a girl. But it involves going into a bar and being friendly with strangers, and if they cross-examined any of her friends or family, they’d learn that around strangers Tara tends to turn into a clam. Also, she is a lightweight and doesn’t drink.

      She huffs and adjusts the readout on the digital tablet she’s holding. Stupid elf should have picked the house of a more exciting person to get shot behind. “I should have tied him to the bed to make sure he stays there,” Tara mutters to herself, and then scowls. That would be the most exciting thing she’s done with a man and a bed in a long time.

      “What?” yells Dr. Eisenberg.

      And how is he hearing that, and not all her pleas to get out of the damn road?

      “Nothing!” she calls. “Just talking to myself.”

      He gives her a merry smile as a car zips by him with a honk. “I do that all the time,” he calls back.

      Tara nods. Yes, he does.

      Across the street she sees her neighbor Betsy glaring out the door at Dr. Eisenberg. Tara waves and smiles, trying to convey, “The crazy white man isn’t going to cause any harm.” Another car slows down, honks, and goes around him. Betsy’s eyes narrow at her, and Tara touches her throat. He might actually cause a traffic accident.

      “Dr. Eisenberg,” she calls, holding up the tablet. “When I analyze your readouts on the app, I’m not seeing any magical activity. Maybe we should call it a day?”

      “Dark Energy signatures, not magic!” he corrects her. “I think the rain must have washed them off.”

      “Dr. Eisenberg,” Tara says, striding out onto the street. “You’re going to get hit by a car.”

      “They’re not going fast and I have lots of padding,” he says, not looking up from his little gadget.

      “Dr. Eisenberg—” Tara begins, but she’s interrupted by the blip of a police siren.

      She looks up just in time to see a squad car pull to a halt to her left. Dr. Eisenberg doesn’t seem to notice.

      “What’s going on here?” an officer says, stepping out of the car.

      Pushing his glasses up his nose, Dr. Eisenberg says excitedly, “This young lady saw some of your men in an altercation with elves here last night and I am looking for a dark energy signature.”

      “What?” says another officer, coming around.

      “Magic,” Tara clarifies. “He’s looking for magic.”

      “None of our officers had any altercations with any elves last night,” says the first officer. He’s a burly man, taller than Tara, with short, light brown hair. His sunburned face is wide and he has a broken nose. He’s wearing a bulletproof vest. Chewing gum, hands on hips, a scowl etched between his brows, he looks so … human.

      Tara’s jaw drops. “Maybe not,” she says, thinking about how the officers she saw last night looked dainty, and had no lines etched between their brows. They had all looked so … perfect.

      “And she saw them beat a little elf boy,” Dr. Eisenberg adds distractedly.

      “That did not happen!” the burly officer retorts.

      “Heard some reports of gang activity here last night,” the second officer says. “But by the time we got here, they were all gone. When asked, all the neighbors said they didn’t know who it was.”

      “Like always,” drawls the first and Tara hears the unspoken accusation. You people never cooperate. Her neighbors would say the cops don’t really care, and if you call them for help, you’re just as likely to wind up in trouble yourself.

      “Are you trying to start something?” the first officer demands, his eyes on Tara.

      “No,” says Tara, shocked.

      Dr. Eisenberg finally looks up from his gadget. “Officers, there’s no reason to be rude to her!”

      The officers blink, as though seeing him for the first time. First Cop chews his gum louder.

      “This is a matter of scientific inquiry,” Dr. Eisenberg insists. “And the Dark Energy signatures only last for a limited amount of time.”

      First Cop turns back to Tara. “You just said you saw a cop beating a civilian.”

      “I didn’t say that!” says Tara.

      The cop continues, the volume of his voice rising with every word, “And you say maybe you didn’t see anything … Are you trying to get attention?”

      Tara can feel her back get prickly with sweat underneath her winter coat, and her heart is   racing. Is she going to be arrested for not making a false alarm? “I didn’t call you!” Tara finds herself shouting back.

      “We have real problems!” bellows the officer.

      Waving at Dr. Eisenberg, Tara says, “I told my boss, and he’s investigating, and we’re not doing anything illegal!”

      “You’re blocking the road!” he shouts.

      “You move him!” Tara retorts.

      “Is there a problem, officers?” Dr. Eisenberg asks, looking up from his gadget.

      In the squad car, the radio starts to crackle, and the second officer says to the first, “Why don’t you get that, Frank?”

      Chewing his gum loudly, Frank storms away.

      The second officer is also a white guy. He’s got hazel eyes and sandy blonde hair. His nose is not broken and his cheeks aren’t sunburned. He looks younger, and not as on edge. He eyes Dr. Eisenberg, gives Tara a sort of sympathetic smile, and in a respectful voice calls to the doctor, “Sir, you’ll have to move. You’re obstructing traffic.”

      “But …” Dr. Eisenberg protests. Striding over, the officer takes his arm and guides him to the sidewalk. Eisenberg stops short and his eyes get wide. “Ooh…” Head bowed over his tablet, he begins to pace down the walk.

      The second officer says to Tara, “Frank had a rough day yesterday, ma’am.”

      It occurs to Tara that if what she saw was real, that might lead the police to her house, and that would lead them to Elf Guy. “I’m sure it was just me being too tired, and it was late, and raining, and—”

      “I used to work in the Financial District, ma’am,” he says.

      Tara gulps. He’s calling her ma’am … not madam, and the other guy had barked at her just now, not “insisted” that she get off the road. She’d never thought she’d find hostile cops vaguely reassuring.

      “They can make you see anything they want you to see,” the second officer continues.

      Tara thinks of the little boy bleeding on the pavement. They wanted her to see that? She swallows. After the invasion, there was a revival of interest in legends of elves, sidhe, fae, the fair folk, Seelie Summer, and Unseelie Winter courts. There did seem to be a common thread of trickery in all the legends …

      “If you see anything around here that looks odd, you tell us right away,” says the second officer. “We’ve got special cells downtown and special airplanes to take them straight to Gitmo where they won’t hurt anyone.”

      Tara blinks. They’re not sending the man in her guest room to Gitmo; he’s hurt. She bites her lip. Of course, Ted Bundy pretended to be hurt, too. Then she thinks of him falling into bed, unable to lift his head for a drink. The elf-as-a-serial-killer idea goes poof.

      From a few blocks over comes the sound of gunfire. In the car, Police Officer Frank shouts, “Jim, we gotta get a move on.”

      Jim gives her a nod, jogs to the squad car, and seconds later, they’re taking off, siren blaring.

      Dr. Eisenberg walks back over to her, head bent over his tablet. “You didn’t imagine anything,” he says, and goes off into a little monologue about fluctuations too regular to be explained by random occurring distortions. Tara’s not really paying attention because she has an elf in her guest bedroom and knows she wasn’t hallucinating. She just isn’t sure who exactly she saw.

      “If you see anything else, call me first,” says Dr. Eisenberg, jolting her from her musings.

      “What?” says Tara, not sure if she’s heard right.

      Dr. Eisenberg adjusts his glasses. “Don’t call the cops.”

      “The elves are our enemies … we probably have to call the cops, or we’re committing a crime like treason … aren’t we?” Tara asks carefully.

      “Um …” he says. “I hadn’t considered that.” He stares at her another beat longer, searching her eyes as though looking for something, and then says, “I have to go now. Why don’t you take the day off?” With that, he spins on his heel and trots to his car.

      Tara watches him go, wondering what that was all about, and then she shakes her head. Her generous, demanding, genius-crazy-boss is a lot of trouble.

      She starts walking home, and begins thinking of all the trouble a technology-ignorant elf could get into with a toaster, an oven, a fuse box, or just a piece of wire and an electrical outlet. She breaks into a run.
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      Lionel is in trouble. Fear haunts his dreams, and when he wakes up with a gasp in an unfamiliar room, it all comes back to him. He told a human she’d saved his life and indebted himself to her. He did the one thing elves are warned never to do. Now she’ll demand a “favor” of him, a pot of gold or a monkey’s paw or some nonsense. He’ll have to find a way to give it to her …

      Unless he can figure out her full name. The Einherjar he’s met at the palace don’t understand the power of names for elves; it isn’t a power that other magical races have. With her full name, he will be able to compel her to release him from her debt. His eyes dart back and forth. The room is spacious, the bed opulent and comfortable. She is not of the lowest class despite her skin tone. She probably has papers about, bills of sale maybe … some identification he could use. Not as good as a name given freely, but still, something.

      … And anything’s better than a hunt for a monkey’s paw.

      He pulls himself up and the effort makes him hiss in pain. He hurts everywhere, not just where he was struck by the bullet. Gritting his teeth, Lionel grasps his key and orders the offending nerves to stop firing. As soon as the edge is off the pain, he makes his way to the door and out into the area beyond. It’s a hallway. It’s not so wide as in a palace, nor as narrow as a peasant’s home. The walls are a shade of off white, and lined with what might be paintings … but they are impossibly detailed and realistic. He would guess they are of family. A bright orange and red carpet covers glossy wooden floors. The home smells like alien flora and lemon.

      It’s not what he expected at all. Einherjar from the last great wars had told him that only some humans had running water and privies that whisked waste away. He doesn’t know why, but in the back of his mind he’d presumed that most human domiciles wouldn’t have such amenities and would reek with the smell of bodily fluids. Is his host very rich?

      He hears a door open and shut, and footsteps. Lionel steps away from the pictures on the wall and tries to take a step in the direction of the sound—better to make a strong entrance he thinks—and promptly trips and goes sprawling onto the floor. He lands with a jaw-rattling thud.





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/soul-marked--ibf-ebook.jpg
C. GOGKEL

MARKED"

I BRING THE FIRE PART VII





