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Chapter One
Tap, tap, tap.
The incessant drumming of small bird beaks against the bedroom window brought me out of a deep, blissful sleep.
Tap, tap, tap.
"Go 'way." I pushed my head under the pillow. Cato, a big lazy lump of a yellow cat made a sound of protest and burrowed his head into the blankets. I started to fall back asleep. . . .
Then I began to hear little voices.
"Big wings! Big Wings!"
Tap, tap, tap.
"Don't care," I mumbled.
Tap, tap, tap-tap-tap-tap. "Big-big-big wings!"
I rolled over, pausing for a moment to stare at the ceiling as I considered what kind of ecological disaster the earth would suffer if I wiped out the nuthatches.
"Big-big-big-wings-wings-wings!"
Tap tap tap tap tap tap tap tap.
It sounded like a badly sung round robin, with a drummer out of beat as well. This was not the sound a person could sleep through. I sat up, brushing hair from my eyes. In the dull, first light of dawn, I could barely make out a dozen or more panicked nuthatches holding to the wooden frame of the window. Some of them hung upside down, and all of them tapped ceaselessly at the glass. Their voices rose in high-pitched cries of frantic worry.
Tap-tap-tap-tap.
"Yes, yes. I got the idea. I'm getting up!"
I climbed out of the warm bed and yanked on my robe as I stood. Pale, grey light drifted through the window; it couldn't be more than a few minutes past dawn. Cato pulled his head from the blankets, blinking sleepily.
"What's wrong with the nuts?" he asked and yawned.
"Not nuts," I answered batting at his head as I went past. I missed as he stretched. "Nuthatches."
"All the same to me." Cato settled back down, his tail curled around his nose. "Do you think you could quiet them down a bit?"
"Sure. I could throw you out the window. They'd probably find that interesting enough to shut up about the eagle or hawk or plane that upset them this morning."
Cato snorted and mumbled something I didn't quite hear. Probably just as well.
Understanding animals is fairly common among the fae. This is part of what makes us good at our work, even on this side of The Edge. There is a problem, though. I'm not blessed with the ability to understand all animals the way most of the fae can. No, I got lucky enough to catch only two: birds and cats.
It's not a good combination.
I work as a border guard; all of my clan does. We watch over parts of the human world where The Edge is unstable -- usually wilderness areas, since magic abhors technology, so wild magic like The Edge stays clear of large settlements. I've been here on the outskirts of Estes Park for the last four years, living in a pretty A-Frame house on land which has belonged to my family for generations. Down at the base of the hill is the main road to Rocky Mountain National Park. My location is lovely, usually quiet and peaceful.
Except sometimes things upset little birds, especially at this time of the year, with the seasons changing from winter to spring, and the migrations coming back through. It's not their fault a big bird of some sort came sweeping over the trees terrifying the little guys.
I buried my anger about waking me at dawn as I cranked the window open. Nuthatches held on to the frame, some of them upside down as they stared in at me.
"Big wings, very very very very big big big wings."
"Everything is okay guys," I said. They stopped tapping on the window, at least. "The big wings aren't here."
Dozens of feathered heads turned, craning around to glance at the sky between towering pines and where the mountains come down in graceful cliffs behind my house. They scanned left, right and back again.
"What are the guys saying?" Cato asked. I looked back as he pulled his head out of the blanket. His nose twitched a couple times.
"Something big frightened them, but it's not here." I looked out into the gray light of the yard and saw quite a few more nuthatches on the trees. "Something really set them off."
"Ah." I glanced back to see his nose twitch again. "Do invite the little ones in for breakfast, Kat."
"Why? You're so lazy you couldn't catch one if it landed on your head."
"I resent that," he replied with the prissy sound only an annoyed cat can get. "And I'd like to see you catch one."
"Would you?" I asked, holding out my hand. Four swept down to grab hold of my fingers.
"Show off." He put his tail back over his head.
I spent the next few minutes doing my best to calm the birds. More than a dozen came to my fingers while I stood there. The day brightened into a gorgeous dawn of dark blues, fleeting clouds and fog. No big wings came around the house and eventually the birds settled down.
Nuthatches, like most of the tiny birds, panic at everything. If I weren't here they'd fly off in all directions. Unfortunately, I'm a beacon to birds. And cats. I could see three of the local stray cats lolling near the pine at the edge of the yard, eyeing breakfast on the wing if the birds weren't careful.
"Don't do it, guys," I said to the cats. They'd been hanging around for over a year now, and I saw them turn my way with a moment of 'dare I pretend I don't understand?' in their eyes. "I'll bring food out food in a few minutes."
"Some of the canned stuff," a big grey tom called Pawford said with a flick of his tail. "If we're not going to get the birds, I don't want the dry crap."
I leaned out the window, staring at him. Most of the nuthatches headed upward on the tree, except for a few clustering on the side of my house. Two suddenly burrowed into my hair. I plucked them back out while I kept my eyes on the cats. Ears flickered; tails twitched. Pawford gave a great sigh as he dropped down into the dirt, his head on his paws, with apparent dejection.
"Food would be nice," he mumbled. "Anything you can spare. Thank you."
I smiled and drew my head back into the room. Cato had sat up once he heard the other cats and seemed far less interested in the birds. He and Pawford had faced off in a few clashes over the last year and he two nicks out of his left ear. I think Cato surprised Pawford when he proved he could hold his own. He may live in the house, but he's not soft.
I'm not even certain how he got to be a house cat. He wandered in one day and I found the company . . . well, nice enough for a cat.
Not lonely here. Nope.
"Everything is all right," I told the nuthatches, brushing my finger over all the tiny heads that came my way. I used a whisper of magic to settle them. "Everything is fine now. The big wings are gone."
They did scan the sky again, this time including the trees and even the cats, as though they would suddenly sprout wings to come after them.
I leaned back away from the window, waiting a moment to make certain the poor guys remained settled before I cranked it shut. I pulled several feathers from my hair and dropped two in front of Cato's nose.
"Tease." He didn't open his eyes or move his tail.
I laughed as I headed for the kitchen where I grabbed the cat food, including a couple cans for the guys outside. They were good for strays, and they knew how to behave around the house. I can't stop them from doing what's natural elsewhere, but here -- where I can understand the screams -- well, they know better than to go after the birds.
As I leaned down to open the cabinet I felt a surge of magic in the area so strong that the feel almost made me ill. I stood and spun, startling Cato who had followed me into the kitchen.
"What!" His ears went back and his fur fluffed out, making him appear twice his normal size.
"Magic," I whispered, as though afraid a loud noise would bring the power back. The surge had unsettled me. Free magic running through the ether doesn't feel right and makes me twitchy.
"Is it all right?" he asked, eyes narrowed and ears slanted back still.
"I can't feel anything solid out there. The magic came from far back in the park -- a lot of magic from out of nowhere. I hate it when The Edge starts acting up!"
Cato made sounds of agreement, but he'd noticed the open cabinet and at the sight of food he would pretty much agree he was a bird and could fly if that would get me to open one of the coveted cans for him.
I closed my eyes while I reached out with magic. I didn't find anything out of place, which relieved me of a great deal of stress.
Most of the time, I love my job. I adore living here, meeting tourists and talking with humans. Yes, I miss home. However, we all have to work this side of The Edge for a few years and there are far worse places to be. This is a relatively stable area. They gave this location to me because I'm not the strongest person in my clan. The rest of them were out in the tough areas: the Sahara, the Gobi and places that make Antarctica seem like an easily accessible vacation destination.
Free magic can play havoc with the weather, though, and we were already having a stormy April. If The Edge continued having problems, I feared things would get worse for a while.
"Meow?" Cato said, drawing my attention back to the kitchen.
"Very funny." I tried not to smile.
"Hey, you're standing in the magic place." He purred as he rubbed against my legs. "I needed to get your attention before I fell faint from lack of food."
"Oh yeah, you look as though you're going to starve, pudge."
"Huh."
I got the food out and gave him a can of his own because I wanted him to be in a good mood. A happy cat makes me happy. Cato may be a sarcastic furry pain in the ass, but he's a good guy.
"Thanks," he said as I put the plate down on the floor.
Polite, too, which is more than I can say for many humans -- or fae -- these days.
I pulled down more paper plates, spread two cans of food out on them, and grabbed a huge dipper full of dry cat food. I did a quick inventory of the refrigerator, which I hadn't done in a few days. I found a few things I wasn't going to eat before they went bad. I dropped them into the mix, adding a piece of ham to Cato's food.
"Ah, food of the gods!" he said with delight.
I laughed and gathered the plates, using magic to balance them on my left hand. I may not be the strongest of my family when it comes to magic, however I am not powerless. There are some nice easy things you can do with a bit of reality nudging, which is easier on this side of The Edge where there's so little magic in the air to work against you.
I do have to be careful going past my TV and phone, though. The brush of technology can upset magic -- and magic can play havoc with technology. If I use any piece of technology, I have to lock my powers down and bury the magic.
You have to learn to do that on this side of The Edge. I wouldn't even have the items in the house, except I needed to seem as normal as possible for my neighbors and friends. Besides, this was good practice for me whenever I went near them in other places.
As I came out of the kitchen I glanced over at Shakespeare, a lovely African Grey parrot I'd acquired a few months before. There's just one problem with him --
"I have not always been as now, the fever'd diadem on my brow."
That's the problem. Shakespeare doesn't speak parrot. He only speaks human words and those in odd bits of verse. I can talk to any bird in the world, except for this one. If he would speak in parrot, I could find out what's bothering him -- other than having been turned loose in the Rocky Mountains and not exactly being the kind of bird that would do well in the local climate. Rangers found him before he froze to death. They brought him to me.
Shakespeare nodded and preened. He'd been horribly shy the first few weeks, given to shouting things at odd times of the day or night. Lately I think I've seen resignation in his eyes.
"Not hell shall make me fear again!" he suddenly shouted, startling me.
"Right. Good."
I glanced outside the big plate glass window where a bit of mist wreathed the trees in front of my home. From here you couldn't see more than a few roofs in Estes Park, though I could hear the sounds of cars headed toward Rocky Mountain National Park, despite the early hour. I didn't blame them: I loved to be there at first light and watch the valleys come awake. The big horns would head down to Sheep Lakes this morning; I loved to watch them go bounding down the mountain side. Beautiful animals.
I couldn't see anyone nearby, so I scurried out in my robe and bare feet, using magic to brush away the pine needles before I stabbed myself. Pawford stood sniffing as I came closer, and his tail went straight up in the air with delight. He even rubbed against my legs, his matted fur rough. I brushed some of burrs out with a quick sweep of magic.
"Thank you!" he said with real enthusiasm as I dropped the several plates around. Abbie, a small black and white cat and Trouble, a young pure black tom, mumbled 'thank you' as well, a little shyer than Pawford, as they turned their attention to the food. Anywhere else they would have been at each other, but I enforce calm between the cats.
I could still see quite a few nuthatches hanging around, mingling with some house sparrows and dark-eyed juncos. They all acted agitated, which often happens with the smaller birds. It's as though they're psychic or something -- or maybe psychotic. If one gets upset, and panic spreads through every tiny bird brain in the area.
And they come to me. It's just part of the job.
Chapter Two
Just as well I was awake this early since I had an important meeting this morning. I'm not usually worried about first impressions. This time, though, David Carter's reputation as a world class photographer made me a bit uneasy. He is a Professional; yes, with a capital P. He's won awards, has his own studio out in Arizona, and rarely works on assignment. I write, and I've sold a number of articles on this area. I never thought a magazine would team me with a photographer of his caliber.
I went back inside and spent some extra time getting ready. Magic makes even my mass of brown curls manageable. I tried a few different styles -- the Shirley Temple look was right out, as well as the 'no I'm not hiding antennae under this mass of hydra-esque curls.' I finally settled for simplicity -- waves down over my shoulders with the top pulled back. Add a touch makeup and some nice hiking clothes, and I was ready for an adventure.
I made a cup of coffee and sat on the front porch for a while, watching as the sun burnt away some of the early morning fog. I could clearly see the trees in front of the house and the encircling arms of the mountain where the cliffs, boulders and trees come down on both sides of my lovely piece of land. I felt protected here and that came from more than the wards I had in place.
I settled on the rocker, sipped the coffee, calming before I started reaching out towards The Edge. I could feel there in the distance, far up in the mountains. I needed to examine the boundary between here and . . . elsewhere.
Every few years, the borders move too close together causing problems, though rarely as rough as this year's display. Surges like the one earlier aren't uncommon during such an occurrence. Someone needs to keep an eye The Edge and make certain the magic remains well-hidden. That's the big reason they need guards here on the human side. We do more than watch for the rare magical creature that slips through.
I could feel several places where The Edge felt thin. I brushed them with magic, feeding some into the weaker spots. Normally doing magic at a distance would be difficult for any fae, and probably impossible for me. When I moved here, my father set up a sort of relay system to amplify my weaker powers. I didn't have any trouble.
I could also feel odd bulges, as though something pressed against the other side. I thought the bulges might be pools of magic, and hoped they dispersed on the fae side. Sometimes, though, a powerful gathering of magic can become corporal, causing problems. They can become things. Many of the creatures on the other side are little more than pools of magic within a shell. You don't want them to take shape on this side. Bad things can happen.
I found nothing seriously wrong this morning, though. I leaned back, feeling quite happy. Cato -- having gone out the magic kitty door at the side of the house -- climbed into my lap. He sniffed.
"Perfume? What's the occasion?"
"Meeting the photographer today." I tried not to sound nervous. "We'll be scoping out what we want to work on for the article."
"Today? You're going to be in the park all day?" he asked, worried. "You are going to leave food out, right?"
"I'm not going to be gone more than a few hours. You just ate. You won't starve."
"Are you sure you won't be gone long? You don't think the weather will change? Feels like a weather change to me. What if you get trapped and I have no food? I might have to go for the bird --"
"You know what would happen to you if you harmed a single feather on Shakespeare, right?" I stared him straight in the face.
"I really don't think I want to know," Cato conceded.
"Good answer."
"Nevertheless --"
"I'll leave some food out. Dry."
"You are most kind."
I got up and went inside to prepare for my day with the Professional. I shoved everything I needed into my weather-worn shoulder bag. I fixed my hair again. I even felt fairly competent when someone knocked gently on the door.
A shame Cato tripped me as I headed toward the front door; I hit a book case, hitting a stack of magazines onto the floor. They hit and scattered around my feet.
"Sorry," Cato apologized, though he plainly didn't mean it. I could hear him snicker.
"You are risking the food," I answered, and swept the books back into place with a touch of magic.
I opened the door and had my first look at David Carter. For some reason, he didn't strike me as a David. Maybe he should have been someone with a more exotic name. He could have walked in off a beach in Southern California: tan, with long windblown brown hair and bright grass-green eyes.
I blinked. So did he. I don't know what he'd expected, but I know he wasn't my image of a world class photographer with a reputation as impressive as his.
"David Carter?" I asked, hoping I wasn't wrong.
He smiled, looking nervous. "Yes. You must be Katlyn Borders?"
"Kat." I offered my hand. We shook; good hands, long fingered and fine-skinned. He had a camera bag/backpack slung over his shoulder. I'd have to be careful. Magic, cameras, film . . . not a good combination.
"Come in. Would you like some coffee?"
"Yes, thank you. I left Loveland far too early this morning." He followed me inside, glancing around the place. I took a moment to throw a protective shield around the camera bag so any magic in the area wouldn't affect the equipment inside. I'd still have to be careful if he took anything out.
I saw him nod as though he approved of the house. "Nice place. What a great cat. What's his name?"
"Cato," I said. Cato did his innocent act, pacing in the kitchen to remind me of my promise to feed him again.
"I bet this is a wonderful area to live in. Expensive, though, right?"
"Pretty much." I tried not to feel guilty. This place came from my family, and belonged to the clan long before any human settled at Estes Park. We went through the pretense of selling sometimes, and had the place rebuilt a couple years ago, but I didn't have to pay for the place.
I don't need money. I write because I enjoy telling people about the park and the mountains. I also enjoy doing something that doesn't take any magic and I am able to share with humans on a level where we all connect.
I went to the kitchen to get David a cup of coffee. Cato followed me.
"Try to trip me again, cat -- you'll be out hunting food with Pawford."
"I'm trying to remind you of your obligations," Cato answered.
David laughed. "That's funny. He meowed just like he's talking to you."
"Oh, he is," I said. "I'm sure he has a lot to say, too."
"Good thing you can't understand him," David replied. He took the cup from my hand.
I hoped I didn't turn red or anything. He seemed like a really nice guy and I did not want to act like a total loon.
Cato glanced from me to him and back again. He shook his head. "Uh oh. I know that look. If you're going to get involved with this one, please try to be a little more discreet than you were the last time. I was mortified to walk in on the two of you doing it --"
I almost batted him on the head, which would have been a bad thing to do with David there. "Let me get him some food so he shuts up." I forced a smile.
"He does seem a nice, talkative cat." David leaned down, scratching Cato behind the ears and down the neck.
"Okay," Cato mumbled, standing still as he began purring. "You can keep this one. And I don't care what you do with him."
"Well, you're easily won over." Lucky for me the words didn't sound odd. I sometimes forgot myself. It's hard when you can understand cats and birds but others can't. In the fae lands, they at least know what's going on. I've drawn a few odd looks on this side.
I gave the cat more food. I even found another treat from the fridge for him to keep him busy and away from me for a few minutes. David and I went out to the dining room table and sat down to discuss business while we sipped our coffee.
"I thought we'd take a nice, easy hike today." I hadn't been certain if the photographer would be in shape for a long, difficult trek, but I could see David wouldn't have any trouble on the trails. "That will let you get acclimatized to the elevations while we get some idea of the type of pictures you want to take."
"The publisher mostly wants animals," he said. "Wild Walks Magazine loves those kinds of things."
"Yeah, I've written for them a couple times. I'm not a photographer, though, and they've used stock pictures most of the time."
"I'll do my best to do your work justice."
I blushed this time. I know I did. He sipped his coffee.
"Excuse me, Kat," Cato called from the kitchen. "Might I have some of the nice milk? I believe it's almost out of date."
"Fine, fine," I said. David glanced at me. "He wants milk. Ummm . . . I almost always give him some milk in the morning."
"You shouldn't lie to the human," Cato replied.
"If you want the milk, you better stop now."
David laughed. "He does have you trained!"
I did my best not to stalk back out to the kitchen. Cato kept his distance. I got out the milk and poured him some in his dish. He glanced at me and quickly bowed his head.
"Okay, okay. I'll behave."
"That's better."
I don't mind talking to cats and birds. Just the same, I do enjoy a discussion with humans or fae sometimes.
I gathered a couple Danish rolls and came back to the table. David smiled in appreciation. We sipped coffee while we ate rolls, and talked business, mostly. He didn't know much about the writing side, and I knew nothing about photography. We both shared an interest in drawing. I suspected he was far better than me. He talked about shapes, colors and light. I hadn't thought of them as separate things in a picture.
He began to show me his equipment. I quickly damped down on my powers, though I didn't mind this time. I loved seeing his excitement for the work.
"You have a lot of cameras." I nodded to the three camera bodies he placed on the table.
He smiled and sat a larger camera on the table with an odd gentleness. "This is a medium format Hasselblad. I could have bought a car with the money I spent on this camera and it's worth every cent."
"It's lovely."
"Here --" He started to hand the camera to me.
"Oh, no, no, no. Cameras and I don't get along. I'll admire it from across the table, thank you."
I'd have to be careful of the cameras, PDA and the cell phone he carried. People can rarely get reception on the phones anywhere near me. Lucky for me, they mostly blame the location or the weather.
"You must really love photography." I watched his face. You can tell a lot about a person by how they react.
He looked at the cameras the way a mother cat watched her new kittens. He even reached out brushing his hand over the top of the Hasselblad and the three others.
"Yeah, I do," he admitted with an oddly wistful sound. He turned my way with a start, as though I caught him at some terrible admission. "This is the work I want to do. I want to capture the world and share those views with all the people who cannot come to these lovely places."
"Sounds wonderful," I answered.
"A lot of people don't understand. My parents want me to get a real job --"
"Even now?" I asked. "You make a lot of money at photography."
"Yeah, well my father is a farmer in Iowa. So were his father and his grandfather." He stopped, giving a quick shrug. "Photography isn't the kind of work he can understand, and money isn't a factor. How about your family? They approve of your work?"
They didn't know about the writing. "As long as I stay out of trouble, they're happy."
He laughed, as though the idea of me in trouble amused him. I didn't think I wanted to take the conversation any farther, especially since the kind of trouble I got into wasn't something I could explain to a human. Lucky for me, he began to pack away his camera equipment. At least I saw how he got those great arm muscles. Those cameras must have weighed a good amount. I could also see an array of lenses and who knew what else in the backpack as well. He appeared anxious to get going.
"I'm ready to leave if you are." I started gathering plates and cups. "We can get a good idea of what you might want today, take a short hike, then come back and make plans. I know part of what I'm going to write about but I want to tailor the rest of the work to the pictures you get. This is going to be a cooperative project."
"Sounds good," he agreed. "I think this is going to work nicely for both of us."
"I assume you have a rented car?" I asked as I dropped the dishes in the sink.
"Yes."
"We'll take my car. I know how it handles on mountain roads and we don't have to worry about any scratches."
"Sounds great. I pay for the gas though. I'm on the expense sheet."
"Fair enough." I suspected I was going to enjoy this assignment. I had only worked with one other photographer, a woman who had been self-absorbed. She'd done excellent photos but she wasn't the most pleasant human I'd ever met.
I generally like humans. Maybe I even feel closer to them than to fae sometimes because of the magic -- the fact I don't have as much as most of my family. No one outwardly judges a fae by how much power they hold, but it's still a fact, hanging there between us.
Humans judge me for who I am and what I do. I'm usually easy to get along with, if a bit eccentric.
David stepped into the living room, glancing toward the loft where I have several bookcases, a futon, and a view the gods would have envied, with huge windows on both ends of the house. Maybe we'd go there to talk business after our trip to the park.
"Dim vanities of dreams by night!" Shakespeare suddenly shouted, startling him. He'd obviously not noticed the bird on his perch in the corner.
"Sorry. I should have mentioned Shakespeare. He's apt to quote poetry at any moment."
"African Gray?" He asked going closer. "I've heard they're smart birds."
"Yes, well, most of them," I answered. Shakespeare gave me a look that could have killed. I almost expected him to say something. Instead he shuffled around on his perch for a moment and turned back to David as he carefully approached the bird. He let David brush his fingers over the top of his head.
I didn't move for fear of unsettling the parrot. He was . . . well, flighty is a good term. It wasn't only his inability to talk parrot which showed he had problems. He started at every wind, and sometimes even the magic I used set him off.
He let David pet him and even rubbed against David's hand.
"There are crackers in the drawer to your right, if you want to give him one," I offered.
David opened the drawer -- the one with the claw marks. Shakespeare knew where I kept the treats, though he hadn't gotten the knack of pulling against the latch.
He probably thought opening the drawer was magic. Odd thought.
"Well, isn't this interesting?" Cato said, sitting beside me.
I almost answered, but settled for a nod instead. I leaned on the doorframe and watched while David broke off a piece of cracker for to the bird. Shakespeare took it nicely, ate and bobbed his head several times, obviously wanting more.
"That's a good sign," I said, pleased with the reaction. "He's an unsettled bird. The park rangers took four days to find him after some people drove to the highest point of the park before they set the bird free to be in the wilds."
David's eyebrows rose. "This bird. Free in the snowy mountains? Didn't the name African Grey mean anything to them?"
"Apparently not." I came over to pet Shakespeare as well, glad to see the bird so calm.
"Rendered me mad and deaf and blind!" Shakespeare shouted and fluffed his chest feathers as he spread his wings.
"He does this often?" David asked.
"Yes. And rarely the same quote twice."
"Incredible! I'd heard African Greys can be extremely smart, but I think this might even be exceptional. What could possess people to throw out such a bird?"
I watched while David gave him the last of the crackers. "Who knows what the owners thought, though having Shakespeare for four months with the odd poetry, I'm tempted to think he drove them crazy."
Shakespeare reached over and bit me on the finger. Hard.
I yelped and headed for the bathroom to get my hand cleaned and stop the bleeding. I trusted David would be careful having seen what the bird could do.
Cato followed me and jumped onto the counter. "That bird is a menace, you know," he said.
"He's troubled."
"So are most mass murders and dogs. That doesn't mean you should take them into your house." He shook his head in a very human-like gesture. I thought he might be spending far too much time with me. "There's something just not right about him."
"I know." I patted him on the head. "Shakespeare stays."
I could have used magic to heal the wound if David hadn't seen it. I settled for a magical bandage to dull the pain and stop the bleeding. I didn't want to spend the day wincing at everything I did.
David had finished feeding the bird. He stood by the plate glass window at the front of the house.
"Finger all right?" he asked.
"Yeah, fine." I waved the bandaged finger.
"Lovely view." He nodded to the window. "I bet this is exquisite at nightfall."
"Nightfall, dawn, bright summer days and the middle of winter," I answered. He smiled and grabbed his pack. I found my bag and slung it across my shoulder, giving a last nod to Cato and Shakespeare.
Once outside, I heard the frantic twitters of far too many small birds, still gathered somewhere out behind the house. They grew suddenly louder. I hoped we got away before they came to talk to me.
I rely on magic to keep the place safe, but David would expect me to lock up. I foraged around in my purse. I didn't actually find the right key so I pretended to lock the door while I tested out the wards -- just light ones I kept in place because they didn't take much power. I had stronger ones in place, but I had never needed to power them up. The little ones were easy and David didn't even notice.
The morning tasted of pine and wood smoke from some place down the hill. A nuthatch swept past me, twittering.
"Big wings, big wings, fly, fly, fly!"
I waved the bird away as I followed David down the rock-lined path to where his fancy Subaru sat side-by-side with my car, which runs mostly on magic. I sometimes pretend to fill the gas tank, just for show. The pieces of the car were all hand-formed by my cousin, who took considerable pains to make everything seem real. Why go to so much trouble rather than buying one off a lot? Because a real car worked with technology so any fae using it -- including me -- would have to damp down natural powers or risk everything failing. Catastrophically in some cases. This way I could run around town like a human without being powerless. Besides, cutting off our natural powers isn't easy or practical for long stretches of time.
The car is also equipped with magic shields so non-fae can ride with me and not have their fancy watches and PDAs die on them. The baffles made putting the photography equipment in the back safe from the car and from me.
As we reached the car, a couple more nuthatches swept past me, panic growing in their frantic cries. I waved them on, but as I opened the driver side door a flock of nuthatches flew into the air, at least a hundred of them, twittering in panic as they took off down the hillside.
David turned to me, surprised.
"Birdfeeders behind the house," I hastily explained which was, at least, partially true.
"Ah." He opened his door.
Before we could get into the car more birds rose into the air, the din of their yells growing louder. A few lifted over the house, and then more, then hundreds -- surely not a thousand! Most were nuthatches -- still screaming about big wings -- though I saw several other small birds caught in the panicked swarm as it literally covered the sky above my home. For a heartbeat they blocked out the sun before the birds turned toward town flying to the west.
I watched in shock and dismay, and finally turned back to David.
"Must cost you a fortune in bird food," he said.
Chapter Three
The astonishing flight of the birds had unsettled me. Even I wasn't used to this kind of odd behavior. I stared the way they'd flown for a dozen heartbeats before I got into the car, barely noting as David got a tripod from his vehicle. My hands trembled. I hoped he didn't notice.
"How long have you lived here?" he asked as he slid in and pulled the seatbelt into place, reminding me to do the same. Oh yes, and start the car. Good plan.
"About five years," I said, trying to keep some sound of normality in my voice. I glanced at the house. Cato, who had come out the magical cat door, looked around as though he'd just missed the chance of a lifetime. Oddly, Pawford, Abbie and Trouble weren't around. They'd even left some of the food behind. Cato checked the plates out then walked away, obviously stuffed.
I pulled out of the driveway and turned the car down the narrow winding road that ended at my place. The street sign at the first corner said we were on Fairy Tale Lane. Yeah, my people have been here for a long time.
"This is a nice place to live," I said, knowing I'd been too quiet. "I don't ever want to move. I love the town and the park, though some people find both too touristy."
"I think this might be a great combination of both. I enjoy meeting people and from what I saw of Estes Park, the town has all the amenities you would want anyway."
"Exactly." I shifted down on the narrow straightway which has an incline steep enough to make a good toboggan run. Two kids zipped past on bikes, heading towards school. We had a magnificent view of the city and the mountains across the small valley. David leaned forward, admiring the view.
"You can't get bored in a place like this . . . well, not unless your idea of fun is the big city life, though Denver isn't far away," I added.
At the next curve we passed a lovely white cottage with a picket fence -- rather out of place nestled amid the log cabins and a-frames. The house belonged to Mrs. Hale, a petite grey-haired lady who owned half a dozen pure-bred cats. Those included a British Shorthair named Mrs. Miniver, who'd gone astray at one point (so to speak) with an old tough tom. One of their kittens was Cato.
I glanced over to the yard and saw two of her purebreds and a few of the local strays, including Pawford, Abbie and Trouble. They sat in a circle, as though they'd gathered for a morning chat. Cat heads turned my way as I drove by, all with an 'I'm worried' look.
"That's odd," David said. "Did you see those cats?"
"Cats? Oh, at Mrs. Hale's house. She has quite a few cats, mostly purebred." I babbled and didn't look again. I wanted to park and go ask what was wrong. I couldn't, so I eased my foot away from the brake, letting us pick up speed. I needed answers, but with David along, I didn't know where to go without drawing questions I couldn't answer.
Or maybe I did know one place. I could to go to the pigeons.
"I'm going to make a stop at a city park," I said and offered a smile. "To feed the pigeons -- and yes, it does get expensive."
He laughed.
We hit the outskirts of town proper, crossed the bridge over Fish Creek and headed down to Gully Park. Not many people knew the place, since the park isn't on the main roads. Mostly locals gathered here in warmer weather. Today a bit of mist hung close to the stream at the park's edge and I saw a deer dart away at our approach. I parked and got out. David began rummaging through his camera bag as I took a bad of bird food from the trunk. I always keep some there. Just because I can understand birds doesn't mean they're automatically my friends. Bribes help.
The pigeons roost in an old barn at the corner of the park. I donate a lot of money each year to keep the barn in shape and give them this location. Some of the locals want to chase the pigeons away, but I've managed to protect them. Pigeons aren't as stupid as most humans assume. They're staid, sedentary animals who happen to be fixated on where they get their next meal. I've known humans -- and fae -- with much the same attitude.
And they know me. As soon as I stepped out of the car, pigeons began to lift from the roof and head my way. I hurried across to the now dry fountain so I could have a few words with them without David close by. I hoped he didn't follow.
I glanced over to see him pull out a camera, which meant I needed to pull in my magic or else I would appear as a big glowing blob on his film -- always hard to explain. I didn't need magic for this, though. Talking to the birds and cats is innate to me, a part of my brain, not my magic. I held all the magic I needed to attract them in the bag of seed I carried under my arm.
I went to a spot by the fountain. The birds landed at my feet, feathered heads pecking at the cement walkway as though I had already dropped the seed there.
"I need answers guys." I leaned over, dropping grain in semicircle before me. "I need to know if there's anything going on."
"Outward, outward, outward," they cried in half a dozen voices. I didn't know what they meant. I sprinkled a bit more grain. "Outward, fly, away, get away, get away, get away."
I didn't like the sounds of this at all.
"Who is trying to get away? Who is flying away?" I asked softly.
One of the birds, a lovely pigeon with spots of almost iridescent purple encircling her neck and scattered across her face, looked up at me. We'd talked before. She seemed more intelligent than the others.
"Tell me what's happening, Pretty," I asked softly and leaned down closer to her.
"Big wings." She her wings fluttered. "Little wings fear big wings."
"Ah. You're upset because of the nuthatches," I said, feeling a whisper of relief.
"Chickies, jays, little wings."
I felt a chill run up my arms as I scattered more grain, trying to think of something else to ask. This was not a case of an eagle or something unsettling the nuthatches. Chickadees scare easily, but jays are more aggressive and harder to chase off.
"Where?" I asked. "Where are the big wings?"
"Fly, fly, fly!" She swept into the air, her and a dozen other pigeons, all circling around me, fluttering in the kind of panic they usually only show when something dangerous comes close by.
I was sorry I hadn't paid better attention to the nuthatches because this was not normal behavior for pigeons or cats. I dropped more food hoping they'd stick around and I could return later to talk. I feared even the pigeons might be considering moving elsewhere. They didn't scare the way small birds did.
"Where is the trouble?" I asked.
"Big, big, high, cold."
High in the mountains, I suspected, which made sense. This might be the fluctuation with The Edge unsettling everyone. The smaller birds would have translated something they didn't understand into something hunting them. Instinctive behavior.
I'd have to check The Edge later. I took the grain bag to the car and climbed in. David smiled and held out the digital camera. I clamped way down on my powers again and took the camera carefully in my hands.
"The camera is tough; you won't break it."
Ha. Little did he know.
I'd never seen a picture of myself before, and this one was . . . magical. The pigeons flew around me, a slight blurring of the wings, while I stood in the middle.
"Very nice."
"I'll print you a copy if you like."
"Yes, I would." I handed the camera to him and glanced at the pigeons.
"Something wrong?"
"They're agitated today." I pulled away, wishing I had better answers. I did my best to dismiss the sense of trouble, and turn my attention to this job with David. I would have felt if something drastic was out of place, after all. I would check on things tonight. "I thought we'd go to Endovalley today, maybe hike a ways up Old Fall River Road."
He leaned back, watching the scenery. "Wherever you want. I've never been here before."
"Really? I'll have to show you around. We're too early in the spring to go over the high pass. Maybe we'll take the long drive around to the other side of the mountain before you leave. There's a beautiful area of the park -- relatively new -- across there. The Coyote Valley Trailhead area usually has elk and sometimes even a moose or two."
"Sounds nice." I heard a hint of excitement in his voice. I think he enjoyed nature as much as I did.
We drove past the rows of hotels dotting Highway 34, though early enough to miss most of the traffic. Even at this time of year tourists came to the area, though not in the huge flocks which would appear later. We were past the ski season and too early for the summer tourists.
We headed in the Fall River entrance station. Lily Gibson and Jim Simon were the two on duty. Both stood outside the shack, drinking coffee. They handled the two cars ahead of me, and then came over to my window.
"Hey, Kat," Lily said, her southern drawl more pronounced than usual, which meant she was tired. "There's trouble -- who is this?"
I wanted to hear what might be wrong, but Lily stopped and frowned at my companion. Jim Simon, a big burly man who looked like a bear next to little Lily scrunched down and stared in the window to see who else sat in the car.
"This is David Carter. He's a photographer. We're working on an article together."
"Ah," Lily said as she smiled. So did Jim. They're good friends, and they know I live alone. "Well, be careful out there today. We got some people out tracking, though we're not sure what's out there. Something's on the move and even panicked the big horns. We think there might be a rogue bear or cat in the area."
"We'll be careful." The idea of something panicking the big horns made me, once again, wish I hadn't brushed off the warning from the nuthatches.
"I have a tranquilizer gun in my pack," David said. "I used it once in the Amazon and keep the gun with me on field trips."
Jim nodded. "Good."
"Oh, and did you hear they cleared out the Stanley last night?" Lily asked. She looked at David. "Is that where you are staying?"
"The Stanley Hotel? No." He saw her eyebrow lift and her eyes flicker to me. "I just got here this morning. I'm staying at the Zamond Inn. What happened to the Stanley Hotel?"
"Power outage and they can't seem to figure out why. Everyone's moved to other places." She glanced up as another car pulled in behind us.
"We're not going to be here long," I said, trying not to laugh. "We're heading to Endovalley today, maybe hike to Chasm Falls."
"You better get moving before the morning is gone." Lily hit the side of the car as two more vehicles pulled into line. I recognized at least one of the locals. "Let me know if you see anything."
I nodded and pulled away, slowing as we entered the park. A chipmunk scurried across the road, a piece of bread he'd found in the trash hanging from his mouth and slowing him down. They never understood the danger of this spot.
"The rangers are friendly," David said, already pulling out a camera.
"Yeah, they are. Lots of good people here at the park." The area where we came in wasn't spectacular, though lovely boulders crowd down by the road and the rich scent of pine forest fills the air. I loved this drive, and drank in the feel of the place. I thought David might be doing the same.
I pulled into the lot at Sheep Lakes where other cars had stopped and people stood outside, watching the grassy area in front of them where dozens of big horns stood. The larger males paced around while the others gathered in a small circle munching at the grass though they twitched at any sudden sound.
"Do we have time for pictures?" David asked, getting out.
I smiled. "We have all the time in the world."
"Thanks!" He pulled out the tripod and began to unclamp the sections. He grabbed one of the cameras, fished out a big lens; in a couple moments he began to click pictures. I heard him make appreciative sounds. I left him and walked a little ways off where I could relax the hold on my magic.
A couple Brewer's blackbirds paced near the trashcan searching the ground for something to eat. I opened the trunk and grabbed a handful of grain. The rangers frown on feeding the local animals, but I needed more answers.
"Good food," the two chorused when I came near and surreptitiously dropped some grain.
"What's got the big horns upset? What's everyone upset about?"
The two birds walked in circles around the handful of grain, pecking at a piece here and there, though not answering.
They might not know anything. They didn't appear very upset, which helped settle my nerves. I took the moment to reach out to trace the magic in the area. Most of the feel appeared to be out around Terra Tomah Mountain, and maybe Mount Julian -- far off from the road. I could sense The Edge even with the sun fully up. Usually wild magic is more active at night. This made me uneasy.
David finished and began putting the equipment in the car. I sent the birds scattering and walked back.
"Thanks. I enjoyed this."
"This is a great spot. We can return in the morning and maybe see them coming down the mountain. It's spectacular to watch them leaping from spot to spot," I said, pointing to the opposite side of the road. "You think they're going to fall off the side of the mountain, but I've never even seen one of them even trip."
"I'd like to see them."
"Good. Don't worry about stopping to take pictures, either. Let me know and we'll stop. I'm in no hurry. We have all day. And you're here to get pictures."
"I got some great shots."
"We don't have far to go to the next stop." I got into the car and he took his seat. "Endovalley is a lovely area. We'll probably see a few elk."
"Great!"
I drove slowly along the road that turned off to the right, heading past the alluvial fan created by the Big Thompson flood in 1976. Huge boulders had rushed down the mountain when the high dam broke. I tried not to remember the tragedy and the people who had died in the horrific flood.
We stopped so he could take some pictures here, too. I was glad because I knew the set of magpies that almost always held court along the trail leading to the platform near the falls. I let David go ahead while I paused by the noisy birds.
"Bad, bad, bad!" they screeched loudly. I winced, trying to urge them to be quiet. Their large black tails flicked left and right and their wings spread to show flashes of white, as though they intended to take off at any moment.
"Tell me what --"
"Bad!" The cry came again and again until the sound drew even David to look our way.
I didn't think I would get anything more from them. I joined David for the walk to bridge and the view of the falls. Water dipped and flew below us, sparkling in the light, dancing over the rocks and down to the Horseshoe Park area below. The weather had warmed enough over the last week to get some of the high mountain snow melt, which made the rush of water more powerful than we would see later in the year. Bits of fog sent tendrils into the chilly morning air. David pulled his jacket collar closer though he didn't appear inclined to leave. He took pictures of the falls, the alluvial fan of rock, close-ups of the water. He even caught a Harrier hawk gliding down toward the marshlands below us.
David acted like the proverbial kid in a candy shop who wanted to taste everything. I let him take his time. He asked questions and I even knew most of the answers. When I wrote my first articles, I wanted to know everything about the area, from the names of the birds to the wildflowers growing through the last tuffs of winter snow.
Some tourists arrived and David talked to them for a couple minutes before we headed to the car. The magpies screamed at me and half a dozen gray jays had joined them. You don't often see those jays gathered in groups, and certainly not in the company of magpies.
I wanted to ask questions -- though I suspected I knew what was upsetting them -- the same thing that kept unsettling me. I could feel far too much magic in the air this morning. I could almost taste magic, though nothing aimed or even fully realized which was lucky for everyone. Cars would have stalled and the town probably lost power if the magic gathered any cohesion. The feel already made my skin itch.
"Want to walk from here?" I asked when we reached the car. "The gate isn't too far to the end of the road, then a couple miles up to Chasm Falls. And I do mean up in this case."
"Sure, walking would be great!" He put the backpack on and carried the tripod like a walking stick.
"Do you get into the mountains very much?" I asked as we hiked out along the road. Stands of aspen stood to the left past a grassy open area. To the right the mountain sloped down to the road in gentle rolls. Birds flittered about there and I could hear distant calls. Some sounded panicked while others seemed all too calm.
"I go hiking in the Appalachians every year. I spent a few weeks in Yellowstone, too. I kind of expected this to be more like Yellowstone."
"The park has a flavor all its own. The place can get hectic in the summer with all the tourists, though."
A couple elk charged down the hillside, dashing into the marsh area as we neared. David didn't even get his camera lifted in time to catch them.
Toward the end of the road rock walls came down on the right side and brush and bushes grew around puddles of water on the left. We saw more elk and he got a couple pictures this time. A marmoset even waddled by, giving us an evil eye since we disturbed him. We found a car parked by the gate which closed off Old Fall River Road. I'd never actually seen the road open, though I often walk along this way.
"There's something here you might want to see first."
I took him off to the left into the picnic area where snow melt brooks ran right to the edge of the tables. The reflection of the trees and dappled light made this one of the prettiest little spots in the park. The water ran a bit high and we splashed around, surprising a couple raccoons. They raced into the tree and stared while David took more pictures. He was going to have quite a collection before we even got the first day done. He'd changed film twice already.
"This is lovely. Thank you." David smiled.
I would have thought there was love in the air if I hadn't known it was just far too much magic.
Chapter Four
We headed to the closed road, went past the blockade and started up the steep incline. David re-adjusted his camera bag a couple times though the weight didn't slow him. We made good time along the solitary path with David asking me more about the trees, plants and birds along the way.
We hiked for a couple hours, pausing to take pictures and to discuss the area. When we reached the spectacular Chasm Falls, I knew David would be busy just from the look on his face. I regretted not having brought in a picnic lunch. We could have spent all day.
Chasm Falls pours down between two high cliffs, as though the water cut straight through the rock and down to the pool below, where the stream cascades over more rocks. David immediately took out the Hasselblad and prepared for some serious photography. I settled in the open sunlight, where I took a few notes of my own while watching the birds flying around -- not as panicked, I thought. I even saw a badger peek out from the shadow of the trees. As soon as he saw me, though, he ducked back in.
A couple minutes later I saw the badger return. The animal moved clumsily through the shadows, and when I stood to get a better look, the animal glanced my way and moved into the underbrush.
I sat down and discreetly kept watch. A few minutes later the badger returned, obviously watching us. I even saw his paw tapping the ground in either a nervous or bored reaction.
Son of a bitch. That had to be a fae in an animal body. You can always tell because they never get it quite right. This one showed all the signs -- besides the behavior improper for a badger, the animal had trouble walking on four legs and sat in a rather human style.
Fae are magic made manifest into a form very like human bodies -- we are probably related, but no one knows there or how the break happened. Fae, however, can translate the solid form into its base magic and place ourselves into another shell. That's why there are tales of anthropomorphic animal gods -- they are fae in disguise. A fae can't use magic in the new form and has to set up to change back ahead of time. There are even tales of fae who took animal forms but when the return spell failed, they could never get back out.
As soon as I stood, the badger took off. I wanted to know who was playing games. Taking an animal's body could do the creature harm. They sometimes lose a sense of themselves in the transfer, and I didn't appreciate someone doing something so evil to spy on me.
"What was that?" David asked, watching the woods.
"A badger. Nothing to worry about. I scared the poor guy." I'd be doing more than scare him when I found the person. "Worth the hike?"
"Fantastic," he answered. "You all right?"
"Fine. Soaking up the area for my writing. This is a lovely day to be here."
He nodded and continued taking pictures, moving the camera several times as he searched out the perfect light. I kept an eye open for the badger. I wished a hawk or eagle would come by so I could talk to them. They are usually paranoid, secretive birds, but I've gotten good information from a few in the past.
David shared a candy bar and some bottled water he found down in the bottom of his pack. I was beginning to think he carried a magic bag. We watched a few deer wander close enough to check us out. Normal deer, I am glad to say.
Sometime after noon we headed back down the road.
And that's when the bobcat sauntered out in front of me.
"Trouble," she hissed in a bare whisper of sound. "Trouble in the --"
She spotted David who had been lagging a few steps behind after a call of nature.
"Human," she growled, and darted into the woods.
Hell.
"Wow. That was -- wow." David put down his backpack and pulled out a camera. "I'm going to be ready from now on."
I wished I could say the same.
We hiked back to the Endovalley road in good time. We saw no more bobcats, though David got a few other pictures along the way. He still had a 'kid in a candy shop' look.
I pushed away my worries. The flux with The Edge was upsetting everyone. Maybe something odd got through -- that has happened, rarely, in the past. I'd return later when I could openly use my magic to find answers.
I decided to enjoy David's company and stop worrying. We drove around the lower park area, discussing possible picture sites and what I would write about. The magazine allotted us about three thousand words and four pages. We'd have to start limiting things before too long.
"Unless we write a guidebook," David suggested, startling me. "I mean after the article. You know this area well, and you have a special feel for the world of nature. Maybe we can consider something later. After the other work."
"Yeah. Later, after everything else is done."
After The Edge settled down -- yes, working on something else with him, especially later in the summer, might be a lot of fun. Though maybe we could do a section about winter activities, too?
Oh yes, we could be spending a lot of time together in the future.
We went walked through the picnic area again. The position of the sun had changed, and the quality of the light altered everything. David took more pictures while I sat at atop one of the tables, jotting down a few notes.
"This place is different every time I come here. Always lovely and always different."
"Yeah. I love exploring a favorite spot at different times of the day and different times of the year. Everything changes, from the light to the sounds. I have a college friend who loves to travel. Unfortunately, he'll never go back to the same place twice: Been there, done that. I took one trip with him, and never again. We drove each other nuts."
"I imagine so. Come on. I'll treat you an early dinner."
"I can buy. I have expenses paid, you know."
"So am I." I laughed. "We can both get our own tickets at dinner. You ready to go?"
"No. I'd love to see this place in moonlight. I think we better leave anyway."
As we headed back into town, I considered one of the fancy hotel restaurants. Instead, I took David to the Bear Camp, a wonderful out of the way cafe with decor which could, at best, be called rustic.
The restaurant choice proved a good decision. The waitress, Marylyn, knew me and a couple of the rangers greeted us. I introduced David. The friendliness of the place felt better than anywhere else we could have gone.
We both ordered big hamburgers, fries, cokes and a platter of onion rings. We had a nice, wonderful companionable meal.
Although during dinner I noticed David's space cadet side. Twice he didn't answer to his name and I touched him on the arm to get his attention. He acted chagrined both times.
"Sorry. Guess I'm not used to company. I live by myself, and I spend way too much time inside my own head."
"Yeah, I know the feeling."
"You have Cato and Shakespeare. I should get a pet, maybe. I've always been partial to cats. They're pretty low maintenance, right?"
"Depends on the cat." We talked about pets and other responsibilities.
We were having a wonderful meal.
And then disaster struck in the form of my cousin Aletta. I didn't even notice her arrival until she stopped right behind my chair and I felt magic. I turned around with a start. She wore a mid-calf slinky black dress with more material below the waist than above it. A perfect brilliant cut emerald pendant rested against her pale chest. The gem glowed with a touch of power from the other side. Pale, thin, with dark-haired styled to perfection: she'd drawn attention, including David's.
"Aletta," I said. She finally glanced my way and gave one of her imperious little nods. "What are you doing here?"
She slinked her way around the table -- far too overdressed for this crowd and a few of the locals smirked. She slid a chair perceptively closer to David before she sat.
"I came to visit you, of course, cousin," she said, stressing the last word. "I just knew you would be here. You are, after all, predictable. When I didn't find you at home I had the taxi driver drop me off at this quaint little place."
Damn. I suspected someone in the family had sent her to help me out during the trouble with The Edge. I did not want Aletta hanging around while I worked with David. She already gave him a steady stare of her dark, almond shaped eyes. She looked like desire made real . . . ah, of course. A shift of my hand and I could feel the power of her glamour spell.
"I suggest, cousin, that you turn it off," I said to her.
"Kitty, whatever are you talking about?" she asked with a perfect smile.
I gritted my teeth and didn't snap at her for calling me Kitty. David looked a bit confused, but the reaction came from the glamour she wore, which clouded the mind. Oddly, Aletta didn't need the spell. She really was quite beautiful, at least in the physical sense.
When I lifted a hand. I would have used magic to counter hers but she finally sighed and let the glamour fall; all except for a tiny whisper of power which I thought might be part of her.
I didn't appreciate having Aletta here. However, if the others sent her, I didn't have any choice. Maybe I'd already botched things up. I knew something wasn't right in this area. Maybe she could help get things sorted out and leave, which would be fine with me.
Aletta, unfortunately, showed no signs of going away right now. She nibbled at David's French fries and listened with badly feigned interest to our discussion about work. Mostly, though, she studied David. I found that annoying in the kind of proprietary way I knew I didn't have any right to feel.
But even so. . . .
Dinner, which had been nice, turned strained. David didn't act interested in Aletta, despite her attempts to turn the conversation back to her.
"We'll be heading out at about seven in the morning," I said as we finished the meal. He somehow paid for mine before I could stop him. He grinned with delight, too. "We'll take a much longer hike tomorrow now that I know you can handle it."
"Oh, how kind of you to make such judgments," Aletta replied, getting a touch snide. She'd always hated when people ignored her.
"I assume you are not an outdoors person?" David looked her over as though he only now noticed the dress.
She blushed. I'd never seen Aletta embarrassed before, which almost made up for her ruining a very nice meal.
"I used to hike sometimes," she finally admitted and her voice lost some of the usual haughtiness. "I admit I haven't in a long time. I don't get to this area very often."
"There are other trails in the world." I wished very much she would go find one right now.
She sighed. I almost believed the act. "I'm rarely some place where I could get away. I know -- my own fault." She gave a wave of her hand toward me before I could speak. Rings glittered in the light and her fingernails looked perfect. I wanted to hide my hands, bandaged finger and all, in my lap.
David nodded and turned to me. We began discussing what we needed for the next day.
Aletta got bored and began to tap her finger on the table.
I had seen the same move recently.
Badger.
I suddenly suspected who had taken over the poor animal. We would have plenty to talk about later. No one in the family approved of using animals except in dire circumstances. The magic scrambled their brains and some of them couldn't begin to survive on their own again. I suspected the badger was doomed. Aletta possessed considerable power, but she lacked subtlety.
David and I finished our plans. I'd have tried to prolong the evening if Aletta hadn't arrived. I wanted to deal with her as quickly as possible and enjoy tomorrow without watching every animal for signs of possession.
"I'll take you to your car and you can head to the hotel." I saw Aletta's eyes widen. She, doubtless, would have lured David into her own bedroom by now.
"Where are you staying David?" she asked with a smile.
Damn, damn, damn. My mistake.
"The Zamond Inn," he answered.
"That's wonderful! So am I! Can I get a ride with you?"
"Sure," he replied. I didn't hear any enthusiasm in the word. Aletta could use enough magic that by the time the two got to the hotel she' make it look as though she'd been staying there, too. Damn.
We left, heading out into the late afternoon sunlight. A slight breeze had picked up and I hoped Aletta felt the cold, though she would use a spell to counter it.
Aletta damped down on all her magic when we reached the car. She obviously didn't know Pela had created the vehicle for me, and I wasn't going to tell her. I didn't mind making her uncomfortable on the ride. Served her right. She sat in the back, looking unhappy. David and I discussed more of what we would do tomorrow as we drove back to my place.
Once we reached the house, Aletta slinked her way out of my car and over to his, running a finger over the door in obvious pleasure. She adored luxury.
"I'll see you in the morning," David said. "I'm looking forward to tomorrow."
"Me too." I smiled and felt far better than I had since Aletta arrived. Some of my reaction to her had been childish, born of years of dealing with her need to get all the attention. Just the same, she truly wasn't David's type.
He got into the car, unlocked the door for Aletta, and the two of them drove away. I waited a couple minutes, and then I got back into my car and followed.
The family reunion wasn't quite over yet.
Chapter Five
I drove slowly to the Zamond Inn, trying to temper my anger before I faced Aletta. I parked at the far end of the lot where I hoped I would be out of view of the patrons and workers. I didn't want David to think I followed them.
Music drifted over from Performance Park and I glimpsed a kayaker working her way down Fall River, which ran right along the edge of the property. A little too cool, I thought, but the water moved swiftly with spring melt; she skirted along without a problem.
I sat on the car hood, waiting about ten minutes before I did something I'd never done to anyone, human or fae. I sent a Summons.
This is my place of work, assigned to me by the clan, which means I have both responsibilities and powers. One of those powers is the Summons -- an ability to call someone before you. For a human the Summons comes as a nagging feeling, making them think they want to go somewhere. For fae, though, it's like a voice shouting in their head, demanding attention. I made this one especially loud and strident.
Aletta stormed out of the hotel, stomping across the lot. She'd already kicked off her shoes, let down her hair and changed into a pale gray silk blouse and black pants so tight she probably painted them on. She looked as disreputable as she was ever likely to.
I stepped away from the car. No reason to let her know the car's secret.
"What were you doing in the mountains playing badger today?" I said before she could speak.
I caught her off guard. "I don't have to tell -- I don't know what you are talking about. How dare you summon me! You haven't the right --"
"This is my place, Aletta. Unless you're here to replace me? Want to stand guard on The Edge tonight? I'd be glad to give the work over to you." I purposely glanced to the hotel.
"I am not here to do your work for you!"
"Then you must be here to work as my assistant," I replied. She still wore the emerald necklace, and when my eyes fell on it, she shoved the gem beneath her blouse, as though she thought I would steal it. Petty little child -- she had always fixated on the word mine from the time she could speak. "If you haven't been sent as an assistant, I'd have to believe you came for a visit, and I'm not that stupid, Aletta."
"I don't have to tell you anything." Her face flushed and her eyes narrowed in anger. "I'm not answerable to you."
She spun and did something which took me utterly and completely by surprise. She waved her arm, opened a door to the fae world -- and blatantly, right there in the parking lot, crossed over.
The door closed. A wind blew through the lot, scattering leaves. I blinked, stunned. She should never have used the magic so openly in the human lands.
In fact, she should never have been able to do something so powerful with nothing more than a wave of her arm. Her actions unsettled me more than anything else had today -- more so than the nuthatches and pigeons, or the feel of magic in the air.
Though maybe the extra magic was all it took. Maybe she, like nearly every other fae, had better control over the power than I did and the extra magic in the air made it easy for her to do something so incredibly powerful with so little effort.
I got into the car and headed straight home. In the twilight, I could see an occasional cat skulking along their solitary paths. I stopped to talk to a couple, but they wouldn't come near me. The cats obviously didn't want to be bothered tonight.
I checked the mailbox at the end of the driveway. A small recorder sat inside wrapped in a hastily scrawled note -- Richard from The Rookery had recorded one of his parrots so I could play the sounds for Shakespeare. I damped down my powers and shoved the device into my pocket as I drove the rest of the way to the house.
I stalked to the porch and threw open the door, startling Shakespeare who began to shout various lines of poetry.
"Quiet," I said. Apparently the tone got through to him. He settled on his perch, pretending to sleep.
"Bad day?" Cato asked, peering around the corner from the kitchen.
"Aletta is in town."
"Oh." He had met Aletta and shared my feelings toward her. "What does Miss Perfection want here?"
"I don't know. I need to contact home to see if someone sent her. She did something odd. Maybe I pushed her into making the door. But I want to know what brought her in the first place."
"If she shows up at the house, I'm going to go camp down at mom's place," Cato warned.
I nodded with understanding as I sat down on my favorite chair, a big comfortable brown recliner. I leaned back, trying to ease some of the kinks out of my shoulders while preparing to reach home.
Did I need to cooperate with Aletta? I would for the safety for others. However, I was not going to stand by while she played games with David. And no, that wasn't my personal interest in David making me feel this way. I would be angry if she used her magic to manipulate any human, whether using a glamour or anything else.
I finally relaxed enough to get the spell fixed in my mind. I worked my way through the pattern to contact my father or anyone else at the clan house across The Edge. This should not have been hard, even for me.
But tonight getting a connection proved to be impossible. I tried a half dozen times, breaking out in a sweat on the last effort, before I conceded to yet another defeat. The Edge felt odd again; I could sense the power in the ether as though streamers of magic lanced through the air. I couldn't catch hold of them and they put out interference, adding one more frustration to the day.
I took a warm, relaxing shower, which I consider one of the best inventions mankind has ever made. Oh, I love a long bath sometimes, but a shower with the right temperature and pulse of water can ease any problems out of muscles.
I sensed Aletta returning to Estes Park, ending the hope she would stay away after I had annoyed her. I had a link to her since I did the Summons, though it wouldn't last long.
Ah well. At least David wasn't impressed with my oh-so-perfect cousin.
I pulled on a big, warm robe before I went back to the living room and ferreted the recorder out of my jacket pocket. Deb and Rich kept a number of parrots, macaws and other big birds at The Rookery. They were more than glad to help me out with Shakespeare. I had asked for sounds I could play for him in the hopes when he heard other parrots he would 'remember' his own language.
I took the device over to Shakespeare. He tilted his head left and right, as though he could discern what I was up to by watching me.
"I spoke to her of power and pride, but mystically -- in such guise," he said.
Pretty words. I supposed I should be grateful he didn't shout obscenities all day.
"We're going to try something new, Shakespeare." I held the little recorder so he could see the device before I turned it on.
What would have been screeching to most people became the sound of excited bird voices in the background discussing weather and the shop owner's bad taste in clothing. Just as well people couldn't understand what they said most times.
"Is this recording?" Richard asked, obviously holding the machine close to his mouth. The loud feedback won a jump from both Shakespeare and me. "Yes. Good. I'm going to see if we can get Telora to speak. Come on lovely. Make some nice little birdy sounds for the poor African Gray. Come on my sweet --"
Richard's bird began squawking in parrot, which I, unfortunately, could understand all too well.
"What are you holding?" Telora demanded, worry in the frantic sound of her voice. "What is that silver thing? Why is he pushing it toward me?"
"Very good, Telora. Nice bird. Say a few more things."
"Oh gods of all feathers! He's going to kill me! Help! Help! I told you! I told you they EAT BIRDS! I saw it! Fried BIRDS! He's going to kill me! Help, help, help!"
"Not quite so loud, sweet."
"Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods! I'm going to be fried! The humans will kill us all! Someone help me, help me, help me!"
The other birds grew louder, a general mayhem of panic Telora spread through the shop. I shook my head, certain this wasn't going to help. I almost stopped the recording, but suddenly, somewhere in the background, I could hear the clear voice of a little cockatiel speaking in badly accented parrot.
"Will you SHUT UP!" he shouted. I could even hear the rattling of a cage door. "If I have to put up with this damn drama queen bullshit one more time I'm going to squeeze through these bars, break into your cage, and bite off your head! Shut up!"
"I thought they loved me. I thought they cared! They were only interested in food. Help! Help! Help!"
"Shut up! If they aren't going to kill you with the silver thing, I will. I'll shove it so far up your fancy feathered ass they'll be calling you mirror bird every time you open your mouth!"
"Help! Help! Help me!"
"Not so loud, love," Richard said. "Calm down. There's a good bird. You're doing very well! This seems to be going well, Deb!"
"The human woman is coming!" Telora cried. She was almost gasping for breath. "She's going to bring the knife! Oh help me, help me, help me --"
"I'll help you!" the cockatiel shouted. The cage rattled some more. "Give me a chance and I'll help you! Let me out of here! Let me at her! I can't take any more of this crisis-of-the-day crap! Half a year of this is more than you should ask of any bird! Let me kill her! She'd be good fried!"
"Just a little bit more, my sweet."
"I don't want to die! Don't let them kill me! Help! Help! Help!"
"I can't take any more! I can't stand it!" I could hear the sound of splashing water followed by a moment of odd, distorted bird sounds. "Oh gods. This pathetic little water dish isn't even enough to drown myself in!"
"Gaylord, you silly little bird, what are you doing? Do you want a bath? Can you say something to the lovely little African Gray?"
"Oh yes, oh yes -- take the silver thing away," Telora said, sounding quite happy. "Kill the cockatiel instead. Yes, much better choice!"
"I'll remember that, sweetie."
I shut off the recording, gasping for breath as I tried not to laugh. Shakespeare didn't seem in the least little bit impressed by what he'd heard.
I was in a better mood, though. I thought about reading or writing, but I wanted to get past this day. I went into the bedroom, pulled on a nightie, and slid under the covers. Cato padded into the room and jumped up on the bed.
"Better?" Cato asked.
"A bit," I said. The recording helped push past the horrible time with Aletta. I rubbed Cato's ears and he lost all ability to talk as he purred and rolled around a little so I could reach the particularly good spots. "I don't know quite what's going on, but maybe I'll get lucky and I embarrassed her with David."
"David," Cato mumbled. "Is this all about? David?"
"Maybe so." I hated to admit anything to Cato, but I never lied to a cat. "I don't know. I'm not going to worry --"
The air changed. I thought someone might be trying to reach me before the waves of magic hit so strongly I felt disorientated. I couldn't be certain I even remained in the room. Cato yowled as he flattened himself closer to me. Sometimes animals can feel strong magic. Sometimes even humans feel it, though they mostly think the weather is odd or something.
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