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The Tooth Fairy War

 


What happens when you start with a missing prosthetic
arm, mix in a tooth fairy, and add an AK-47? Originally published
in Quantum Muse, July 2010.

 


I slid the cool steel length of a pipe wrench
under my pillow, and lay down. I rolled my shoulders a bit and
tried to relax the tension. Tonight, I was going to get the little
bugger who stole my prosthetic arm.

Honestly, who creeps into a guy's house and
takes his arm? I figured it was a nutcase, a tooth fairy, or maybe
both. The sick bastard who did it left a quarter under the pillow.
I slept, and nothing disturbed me for the rest of the night.

The next morning, I cursed and threw the
blanket to the ground, shouting at the top of my lungs. The pillow
smacked against the wall. I stared at the shiny quarter lying on my
blue sheet. I ran to my safe, dialed it, and riffled through papers
and a stack of grimy hundreds. I flipped open the worn leather of
my billfold. The thief hadn't taken anything else. I sat on the bed
with my head in my left hand, and thought.

On about eleven that night, I caressed the
curved clip of the AK-47. I grinned and chuckled in anticipation. I
tucked the wooden stock under my fluffy pillow, and scrunched my
head to the side, trying to get comfortable. I wrapped my good hand
around the worn green strap on the gun. No one could take it
without waking me up.

Now, I can't aim a rifle too well with one
arm. But I figured that if the tooth fairy was the one doing it, he
had to be small. A pistol might not work too well. Fairies are
small, right? If I threatened to spray the room with bullets, I
figured he'd have to give my arm back.

A tug on the strap woke me. I heard the faint
whisper of a footstep on the carpet. I rolled and jerked my arm up.
I saw the blurred impression of a manlike figure by my bed. I
thrust the stock of the rifle at its stomach.

Now, I'm six foot two, and I work out. I put
a lot of power into the blow. Unfortunately, I forgot about the
pillow. I heard a muffled thump as the pillow hit the thief. The
figure stumbled back and fell against the wall with a room-shaking
thud. I heard breaking glass as the lamp tipped over. I lunged for
the light switch, just as my opponent got to her feet.

She didn't look like any tooth fairy I've
ever imagined.

Tattoos of snakes and skulls covered both
arms. She wore a sleeveless black leather vest, and a white shirt
with a picture of some guys with long hair and guitars. A black
miniskirt, knee-high red and white striped socks, and combat boots
completed the outfit. She'd dyed the tips of her white-blond hair
an electric blue. Her jaw worked on a wad of gum, and pale blue
eyes looked out from a solid black ring of mascara. She was pretty,
with a thin nose, small pointed chin, and a nicely shaped, petite
figure. A couple of silver loops glinted in each ear. A pair of
pink butterfly wings sprouted from her shoulders. When they flapped
a couple of times, I realized they weren't fakes.

She looked me up and down and worked her gum.
I pointed the AK-47 at her legs.

"You took my arm the other night, and my
wrench. I'd like them back," I said.

She ignored me and consulted some kind of
gray pad, about the size of a book. She tapped on the screen with a
long fingernail, painted a bright blue. She nodded a couple of
times.

"You're Jonathan Adam King?" she asked, in
the bored drawl of receptionists everywhere.

"Yeah," I said. "Look..."

"Our records say you're eleven. Looks like
they assigned a fairy to your case by mistake. Oh well," she
said.

"Then fix the records, and give my stuff
back!" I shouted at her. "I'm thirty-one, not eleven."

She shrugged. "Hey, bub, you leave stuff
under the pillow, we take it and give you a quarter. That's how it
works. Just doing my job."

"Haven't you people ever heard of inflation?
What am I supposed to do with a damn quarter?" I asked.

"You don't like it, call the complaints
department," she said. If she'd sounded any more bored, she'd fall
asleep.

"What's the number?" I asked.

She fished in a pocket of her vest, and came
up with a crumpled white business card. Her fingers felt cool and
dry as they met mine. I stuffed the card in my pajama pocket.

"Okay, now hand over the gun so I can get out
of here," said the fairy. She held out her hand, palm up.

"What?" I said.

"You heard me. You had the gun under the
pillow when I came in. So I need to take it and leave a quarter.
That's my assignment," she said.

"No way," I said, and gritted my teeth. Heat
washed over my face. I could almost feel the wisps of steam forming
on the bristles of my buzz-cut. "You break into my house, and you
take my arm and my wrench. You're not getting the gun too!"

I untangled the green strap and lay the gun
on the bed. I didn't want to shoot her, after all. I raised my
fist. "Get out of here," I said.

That's when I learned that tooth fairies know
kung fu.

She slipped a boot behind my ankle and
pulled. I yelled and crashed to the floor. Her fingers grasped my
wrist like a vise, and she rolled me onto my face. My eye slammed
into the wooden bed post, and I saw stars. A sharp knee dug into
the small of my back.

I woke in the morning, suspended from the
ceiling by an orange power cord, the heavy duty kind. She'd tied my
wrist to both ankles, then used loops of cord to hang me from the
roof beams. Plaster dust lay all over my bed and the floor. My arm
hurt like hell, and my legs cramped. I twisted my head and saw two
ragged holes where the cord vanished into the attic. I couldn't see
very well out of my left eye because of the swelling, but I could
see enough. I groaned and started to wiggle my hand, trying to work
the knot free.

Hours later, I sat at the kitchen table, my
hand wrapped around a steaming white mug of coffee. An ice bag
balanced on my head. A twinge from my neck told me that holding the
phone between my ear and my shoulder for half an hour is not a good
idea.

I'd heard the same elevator-muzak version of
a country song twenty-three times already. I cursed whoever ran the
tooth fairy racket.

"Hello?" said a reedy voice. "You've reached
the Tooth Fairy Problem Resolution Center. My name is Anthony. How
may I help you?"

"My name is Jonathan King, and..." I
started.

"What is your case number?" interrupted the
voice.

"I don't have a case number. The fairy..." I
said.

"Please give me your birth date, Social
Security number, bank account number, mother's maiden name, pet's
name if any, your favorite color, what you ate yesterday, and tell
me on average how often you brush your teeth every week," said the
voice, rattling the list off almost faster than I could follow.

"Why do you need all that stuff?" I
demanded.

"We need to make sure you are who you say you
are," said the voice.

I sighed and answered the questions. I heard
the tapping of a few keys.

"Ah, here you are, Mr. King. I see. Well, you
didn't get a tooth fairy when you were younger. There's a typo on
your birth date, probably the Brownies' fault. You can't trust 'em.
We'll get this mess straightened out in a week or so. After all,
you won't lose your teeth again until you're 66," said the fairy.
He laughed.

"Good to know. So when do I get my stuff
back?" I asked.

"We'll mail it back after the service hold
order goes through. Have a nice day, sir!" The phone clicked.

I sighed and sipped my coffee, feeling the
warm glow suffuse through my veins. I leaned back in the hard
wooden chair, making the front legs leave the floor. As I rocked,
my shoulders relaxed, and I thought to myself, "It's all over."

The next morning, I woke up and cussed. I
couldn't feel the band from the watch around my wrist, but I could
feel the hard disk of a quarter under my fingertips. That was my
favorite watch, a gift from my dad before he died. I decided to
teach that fairy a lesson.

That night, I felt a tug on my wrist again.
I'd tied a little surprise for the tooth fairy around my wrist, so
she couldn't make off with it without waking me. I sat up in a
flash and jerked the trigger on the taser. With a hiss and a
crackle of light, the wire shot out, and the shadow by my bed
jerked and toppled over. I flipped on the overhead.

You have no idea what a bitch it is to tie
someone to a chair with electrical cord, using only one hand. I
gave up after one ankle and rummaged in the drawer for some duct
tape instead.

The fairy glared at me when she came to.
"What the hell was that for? Let me out of here!" she demanded,
jerking from side to side. The legs of the chair made a rubbery
moan as they lurched across the linoleum.

"You stole my stuff, beat me up, and hung me
from the ceiling!" I said.

"So? I was just doing my job, okay? I knocked
you down and tied you up because I thought you were going to take a
swing at me!" The chair danced again.

"All I did was shake my fist at you! And
didn't you stop and think about the stuff you took? That arm cost a
fortune. I need it for my job. I had to call in for the whole week,
and I'll have to max out my credit card to make the co pay to get a
new one. That watch came from my dead dad. I thought about him
every time I looked at it, because it was the last thing he gave
me!" I yelled.

She stared at me, and stopped jerking on the
chair. A tear leaked through her mascara and left a black streak on
one cheek. "I'm sorry," she whispered. For the first time,
something replaced the bored look on her face.

I sighed and turned around. The anger leaked
out of me, and I felt a bit sick at my stomach. I snatched a couple
of tissues from a box on the counter and dabbed her cheek.

"Look, when you swipe stuff, it affects other
people. I just wanted you to think about what you did," I said. I
felt a little awkward, and couldn't quite look at her. It dawned on
me that I had a beautiful, winged woman tied to a chair in my
kitchen. Before that, the anger kept me from thinking about the
fact that magic was real. It hit me now.

She sighed. "My job is so boring. I guess I
just started going through the motions, you know? You take
something, you leave a quarter, you turn your brain off. Maybe I
should transfer to the Godmother Department, or become mortal and
give the whole business up," she said. "I'm really sorry."

"What's your name, anyway?" I asked.

"Julia," she said. The corner of her mouth
lifted up, and I blushed and turned my head away. "How did you lose
the arm?" she asked.

"Car accident," I said, shortly. A knife of
pain ran through the stump at the memory, where one arm ended at
the elbow.

"Oh. I thought you were a vet, with all the
hardware you have lying around. I saw the pistol case in the living
room," she said.

I shrugged. "No, it happened when I was 17. I
wanted to join, but I never got a chance. I'm just a cubicle
monkey."

"Oh." She had a sheepish look on her face. I
guess she was embarrassed about asking.

"Let me get you out of there," I muttered. I
jerked open a drawer with a faint crash of silverware, and picked
out a steak knife. I sawed at the tape around one wrist, and then
tackled the other wrist. She untied her leg, and cut the last loops
of tape. She stood up and rubbed her arms.

"I'll pack the box myself and make sure
everything gets back to you," she said. "I promise."

"Alright. Uh, thanks," I said. I looked at my
feet.

I heard the tap of her boots as she walked
closer. Julia wrapped her arms around me. It felt really pleasant
to have her pressed against my chest, and I thought with a pang
that I'd been alone for a long time. Then she kissed me.

I felt like she'd hit me with a taser too,
only without the jerking around and falling unconscious part. She
stepped back and winked.

"Be seeing you," she said. "Thanks for the
wake-up call." She slid open the glass door to the patio, flapped
her wings, and flew up and out of sight. I watched the moon and the
stars for a few minutes after she’d left.

You definitely don't think about tooth
fairies like Julia when you're younger. The memory of that parting
kiss ran through my dazed mind over and over, set on eternal
replay.



A few days later, a guy in a brown uniform
delivered a big box wrapped in packing paper and tied with string.
I set it on the kitchen table, ripped off the paper, and cut the
tape off the flaps. I found my AK-47, my arm, the wrench, and the
watch, all neatly wrapped in bubble wrap.

I had to wonder how the delivery company's
x-rays missed the loaded assault rifle. I turned white when I
thought about what could have happened if the employees ignored the
"Handle with Care" instructions stamped on the side of the box.
Maybe Julia had packed it with a little magic.

I also found a pink business card.

This card didn't come from the complaints
department. It read, "Julia Fox, Tooth Fairy" and gave a number and
an e-mail. I flipped it over. A note in loopy blue ink read "call
my cell". She'd drawn a heart next to the number, too.

I felt a warm rush in my chest. As soon as I
strapped on my arm, I'd pick up the phone. Maybe something good had
come out of my little war with Julia, I thought, something good for
both of us.

 


THE END

 


 


The Reluctant Hero

 


The characters in this story have been reading too
many fairy tales. They expect life to conform to fiction, but it
doesn't quite work out that way! Originally published in Quantum
Muse, February 2010.

 


"I heard that a giant moved just outside of
town," said Isabella, the tailor's daughter. "Are you going to
fight it, daddy?" The cute eight-year old smiled, rearranging the
freckles on her face. She wore a little frock embroidered with pink
flowers, and had put her blonde hair in pigtails that morning. She
sat on a table and idly swung her little, bare feet in the air.

Robert the tailor had not yet unlatched the
wooden shutters and thrown open the door to his humble shop. A kind
of dusty morning light ambled leisurely around the room,
illuminating the long, rough oaken tables, a tailor's dummy wearing
a green cap with a red feather, and the bolts of cloth that covered
tables and peeked out of cubbyholes on the whitewashed walls. He
looked up from his current work, snipping a piece of red velvet for
the jacket of a noble's son, and smiled indulgently at his
daughter. He put down his scissors.

"Now why would I fight a giant?" he asked his
daughter. The tailor briefly imagined himself wielding a
spear-sized needle, giant shears stuck through his belt like a
sword, facing off in front of an angry giant. Robert only stood
five foot three. He had spindly arms and a small potbelly, and his
brown hair had started to thin out on top. Watery blue eyes, used
to dim rooms and close needlework, did not see so well into the
distance as when he was a boy. He snorted at the mental image, and
picked up his scissors again, squinting at the half-cut jacket.

Isabella whipped out a large volume, bound in
brown leather. The cover read "Ye Newe Booke of Faerie Tales".

"It says here that tailors are supposed to
fight giants. All the stories... "

Robert snorted. "Those are just tales,
darling. No one could possibly take them seriously!"

A loud knock rattled the door. "Coming!"
yelled Robert, wiping his hands on his green apron, and putting on
his "greeting customers" smile. He opened the door and blinked at
the bright morning sunshine. A royal messenger stood outside,
flamboyant in a blue doublet slashed with gold, light blue hose,
and a pale blue mushroom of a hat that sported a golden
feather.

The messenger bowed and smiled.

"Sir, as you have no doubt heard, we have a
small giant problem just outside of town. The king will offer you
fifty pieces of gold if you can drive him off."

Robert blinked. "I make clothes," he said, as
if explaining something to a particularly dim-witted child. "What
makes you believe that I can fight this giant?"

The messenger whipped a large,
leather-covered book out of his messenger's pouch.

"Well, on page seventy-three of this fairy
tale book... "

Robert held up a hand to silence the
buffoon.

"And what about the king's knights?" he
asked.

The messenger coughed and glanced around. He
lowered his voice to a whisper. "Well, just between you and me,
guv'nor, I think the king had a bit too much to drink when he
signed the latest union contract with the Knight's Guild. See, all
the knights say they're sick with the flu. And it's a union
apothecary who certifies when a knight's sick. And when a knight's
sick, the king can't make them fight, or fire them, or behead them,
or anything. He's livid about the whole thing."

"And I guess the knights will stay sick until
the giant leaves town?" inquired Robert drily.

"That sounds about right, guv'nor," agreed
the messenger.

The little tailor rubbed the bridge of his
nose and closed his eyes, thinking fast.

"Please tell his majesty that I appreciate
the royal patronage, and will appear at the palace by sundown
tomorrow to request an audience. Of course, it may take me some
time to plan how to defeat the giant."

"Naturally! I will tell his majesty at once."
The messenger bowed and ran off, grinning like an idiot. That was
probably the natural expression of his face, Robert thought
sourly.

Robert slammed the door and bolted it.

"Darling, please help me pack up the silks
and velvets into the cart out back, and pack up my tools. If
there's room, we'll take the less expensive fabrics too. I'm afraid
we need to relocate."

"But daddy..."

"No buts, darling! We need to go as soon as
possible!" Robert brushed aside a few dangling skirts of purple
satin, and pulled a wheelbarrow from under the table. He hastily
dumped in a few bolts of multihued silks, which shimmered like
liquid in the sunlight. Isabella pouted, but hopped down and began
to gather needles, scissors, buttons, and spools of thread, and
place them in a small chest.

Later that afternoon, the tailor pulled his
black cloak about his head, and jerked the reins of his creaky
cart. The aged white horse nodded agreeably, and the canvas-covered
wagon rolled down the rutted street, bumping and groaning. Soon,
they left the peaked roofs and winding roads of the picturesque
town, and labored up a landscape of hills and sparse stands of
beeches and oaks. Robert was beginning to feel as if they just
might escape after all, when the ground shuddered, and a long
shadow fell over the cart.

"Ho ho ho!" rumbled the giant. He stood
nearly thirty feet tall. One knobby hand held a club the size of a
tree. Grey eyes peeked out of a wild tangle of black beard. He wore
a rough toga-like garment made of bearskins, rudely stitched
together with rope, and size 100 sandals.

"Erm, excuse me a sec," muttered the giant.
He pulled out a white handkerchief the size of a tent, honked, and
then wiped his bulbous nose. As the giant stashed the handkerchief
in his outfit, Robert noticed with a start that the hanky
was, in fact, a tent.

"Now where was I?" rumbled the giant. "Oh,
yes-- fee fie fum foe.... ummm.... how does that go? Oh, never
mind!" The very air vibrated as the giant grumbled.

Robert reined in the trembling horse, which
promptly fell to its knees in fear. He supposed running would not
do much good.

"Hello, sir giant," he called out politely.
"May we be on our way, or did you stop me to order a new
garment?"

The giant looked down, then reared back,
hands waving wildly. "A tailor!" The giant pulled out a giant-sized
copy of a rather unfortunately familiar book, and mumbled to
himself as he read. The giant finally put away the book, with an
expression of horror on his face.

"Now look here, I don't want to find out what
clever scheme you've concocted to get rid of me! I see you have a
whole wagon full of tricks. Just let me grab a few things from my
cave, and I'll leave town! Promise!"

The giant yelled a bloodcurdling yell, and
raced off. Robert heard the distant sound of booms as a few
boulders flew up in the air, cracking into nearby trees.

"He must have used those for a front door,"
mused Robert.

He saw the giant, clutching a bundle of
skins, run away into the west.

When the earthquake stopped, Robert stroked
his chin. "Well, I guess stereotypes are sometimes useful after
all. Come on, Isabella, let's go back to town."

"You made the giant run away? I was so
scared! What did you do?" shrieked Isabella, emerging from the cart
and latching on to her father's arm.

He patted her, then jumped down and tried to
coax the horse to her feet.

"It's a secret, dear. Would you like to meet
the king?"

"Oh, yes!"

I won't describe the royal ceremony with its
medals, and knights and courtiers giving speeches, and the feasting
and jesting and jousting and jostling. Needless to say, the poor
tailor gave it a week, then quietly skipped town, moved to the next
kingdom, and changed his name to Earnest.

He appreciated the pouch of gold, but had no
intention of sticking around as the town's hero. They might ask him
to branch out and fight a dragon next! What he most wanted was to
live a quiet life and make clothes, and the constant cheering from
the townsfolk grated on his nerves.

And so year followed year. Earnest's new town
acquired a giant problem, too, and Earnest sent that giant packing
much as he had the first. And he moved and changed his name to
Albert, then James, then Geoffrey, then Alex, as town after town
forced him to confront a giant. Finally, he moved and changed his
name to Donald.

The tailor Donald was now quite elderly, with
only a few wisps of grey hair left on his head. Isabella had
blossomed into a passably beautiful woman, and married a well-to-do
tavern keeper, leaving Donald on his own. The little tailor thought
long and hard about how to enjoy his remaining years in peace.
Finally coming up with a plan, he took down the "Tailor" sign from
out in front of his shop, and replaced it with one that read
"Fashion Designer".

And no one ever asked him to slay a giant
again.

 


THE END

 


 


All Elves are Stupid

 


Can an ordinary guy survive three tasks set by a
deranged elf? And will he get the girl? Originally published in
Flagship issue 4, February 2011.

 


A bundle of clothes lay on the table between
us. The heap included a torn pink miniskirt, a white blouse, a pink
cowboy hat, pink four-inch heels, and a pink vest covered in
sequins and beads.

I adjusted the ice pack with my right hand
and glared at Gloria's dad. He sat at the far end of the kitchen
table, too far for me to get up and strangle him before he could
make a run for it. The cold helped kill some of the throbbing from
the left side of my face, but not all of it. I winced and felt the
patch of gauze on my stomach with my other hand. Luckily, the
switchblade had just given me a four-inch long scratch. I didn't
even need stitches.

"I drove around the city three times naked. I
wore this outfit at the Bloody Chainsaw Bar. I managed to sing two
Patsy Cline songs on the karaoke stage before the skinheads dragged
me off. Now that you've tried to humiliate me and get me killed,
what's the third task?" I asked.

Maybe I should describe Gloria's dad. He
looked like a bishonen hero from a Japanese manga. He even dressed
the part. A V-neck green silk shirt showed off a slice of muscled
chest, and tight black pants advertised his slim legs. But the
feature that really stood out was the pair of six-inch, pointed
ears that pierced the slick curtain of white-blond hair.

I felt kind of lackluster in comparison.
People tell me I have that All-American, boy next door look. I have
brown hair and blue eyes, and the build of a quarterback.

He flashed his teeth and shrugged. "I didn't
ask you to do anything that I haven't done myself. It's all in fun,
right? It's not like I don't want you to marry Gloria."

My jaw almost hit the table. I had nothing to
say to that revelation, except maybe a comment about mental
institutions that he might take the wrong way. A few gargling
sounds came out of my mouth, but nothing that resembled real human
speech.

"No, the problem is that all elves are
stupid!" he proclaimed, thrusting a finger up into the air.

I snapped my jaw shut. "I could have told you
that!" I growled through clenched teeth.

"No, no, I meant we're cursed to be
stupid. Haven't you noticed Gloria? She's usually brilliant, but
sometimes she becomes a complete ditz? She's only half elf. I have
it a lot worse," he said.

I nodded to myself. Gloria's moments of
insanity had made me a bit hesitant about the relationship. But
most of the time she was gorgeous, smart, and level-headed.

"Your third task is to break the curse!" he
shouted. Gloria's dad bounced up and down like a three year old and
started to hum. He waved his index finger in the air and grinned
maniacally.

"But I don't have any magic! How am I
supposed to remove a curse?" I protested.

"Not to worry!" Gloria's dad winked at me.
"I'll give you everything you need to face the Most Ancient
Troll."

"Troll?" I squeaked. My fingers trembled as I
picked up my coffee cup. The dish rattled. I had a very bad feeling
about my future life expectancy.

 


#

 


Gloria crouched by my side. Her long, brown
hair brushed my neck as the breeze blew strands over to caress me.
I squinted as the sun topped the mountain up ahead and stabbed into
my eyes. The scent of crushed roses wafted over from my fiancée,
and I breathed deeply.

"John, why are we hiding behind the car?" she
asked.

"So the trolls won't see us," I answered. I
patted the side of my yellow '78 Camaro and smiled at her. "Your
dad put a glamour charm on it to make it invisible."

"Which means that the trolls can see through
the car and spot us," said Gloria. She turned towards me, crossed
her arms, and rolled her slate blue eyes. She stuck out her lower
lip and blew hair out of her face. "My dad is not too bright,
remember?"

"Damn," I muttered. "Can you cast a glamour
on us?"

As I stood up, I tugged on the chain mail
vest. The elf-made metal felt as light as aluminum. I felt a bit
silly wearing the thing, but it beat having a sharp foreign object
make a home in my chest. I nearly tripped on the worn brown
scabbard that hung off my belt. The end of the three foot blade
brushed the top of my white sneakers. A brown leather backpack felt
like lead on my back, and stank with that acrid, new-leather smell
that hangs around fancy shoe stores. Otherwise, I wore my usual
outfit of blue jeans and green football jersey.

Gloria tugged on her chain mail vest and
stood up beside me. The armor looked odd next to her grey skirt,
boots, and pearly blouse. She hefted a longbow. A quiver of arrows
and a dagger hung off a broad belt.

"I already cast a glamour," she said, and
smirked. "Way ahead of you. It should last long enough to get in
the tunnels."

I shook my head and chuckled. "Thanks. Maybe
that blow to the head..."

Gloria snorted. "I healed your head and your
knife cut yesterday. You can't use that as an excuse."

That was the Gloria I loved, smart, witty,
and way ahead of me. I just hoped she didn't have one of her ditzy
spells at a critical moment.

The car sat in a gravel lot. A grassy hill
swept down from the lot and rose up again. Greenish-yellow grass
and wildflowers covered the hills. The scents of flowers, the buzz
of bees, and the hum of crickets filled the air. White and ochre
lumps of limestone thrust up from the grass here and there. In the
distance, a dark wall of pine and oak ringed the grassy meadow. The
forest rose up into foothills, and finally mountain peaks.

About a hundred yards away, I spotted a crack
in a big rock, right at the base of the opposite hill. As I
watched, a gray hand reached out of the darkness and into the
sunshine. I gripped Gloria's arm.

"We're here," I whispered. "Just like your
dad said."

Gloria nodded. She fitted an arrow with a
goose-gray fletching on her bow. She stalked forward. I carefully
eased my sword out of the scabbard and followed. I couldn't hear
our footsteps or the rustle of the grass. I guessed that Gloria had
cast another spell. We approached the cave entrance at an angle, so
that the sentry would hopefully not see the grass bending from the
touch of invisible feet. I breathed shallowly through my nose,
though I wanted to take in big gulps of air. Sweat trickled down
the tight knots of muscle at the back of my neck. It felt like it
took us half an hour, but a quick glance at the bulky diver's watch
on my wrist told me that the walk lasted three minutes. We stopped
just outside the cave.

Gloria glanced at me. She moved her eyes
towards the cave and mouthed something. Her right hand left the
bowstring and gestured towards the cave. I nodded and leapt into
the darkness.
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