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 Prologue

 


 


Heaven, Hell, the Hidden, and Earth at their
inception had been separate realms. In time there was interaction,
since they were of the same universe and congruent to one another.
Denizens of each traveled between, though it was hardly so easy as
to be considered a vacation, at times it was certainly for
business. Those who could travel easiest commanded magic. Or their
nature was so attuned. Some could not move from their own realm.
Others, if they moved, could not return.

The realms began to merge. It was not a
symmetrical event, it seemed random.

Destiny was never random.

Earth was touchstone and the magical Hidden
therefore was the first to relate to it. It was easier for its
inhabitants to cross over. The first were witches and then
werewolves. Vampires, wizards, and sorcerers came later.

The fairy classes, from forest sprites to
elves had often crossed between, long before the worlds began
merging. Occasionally, humans followed, tricked, trapped, or
kidnapped. As the barriers thinned, humans were taken purposefully,
as slaves, as experimental subjects, or food.

In those days every breed fought for their
own kind. Those who were powerful did as they always did, according
to their hearts. Some ignored the struggles of the weaker, living
as they chose, fending off adversity. Some gained advantage over
the weak, taking and commanding all they desired, destroying
wantonly.

There were others who helped the abused.

Earth became the battlefield… where tyrants
hoped to gain control… or… guardians fought such domination.

A strange coven of three came to be… a
witch, eldest… a werewolf, youngest… and a lawyer, powerless… for
the sake of a single old book. Through the years of trials and
needs, the three grew closer… they grew stronger. They grew a
family.

From that ancient book, the witch learned
many things. The first was how dragons were extant, powerful, and
duplicitous magicals. She learned dragons were preparing for war.
It was a war designed to end the freedom of the worlds and all
creatures. The witch realized fate had brought her and her
coven-sisters together. The war was the reason.

She'd always considered herself an academic
witch. Power came with knowledge. She was still learning. There
were books… each of the coven had books…

Life and living had kept them busy. Business
had distracted them…

After nearly five years, the powerful coven
of three must face the facts of their destiny.

The world changed… as Magic, like a living
thing, sought expression…


 Chapter
1

 


 


Amelia Rutledge sat up in the rocking chair
with a start.

The book she'd been studying fell beside
her, closing.

Blinking, she looked around at the
lightening world outside the tower room, wondering what woke her
and why, in the first place, she'd fallen asleep reading.

Grabbing the book, she recalled how
fascinating it had been. She recalled Martin caressing her brow
when he'd left her.

She didn't remember what reason the Aes gave
for abandoning her. She assumed it was boredom, though the elven
ghost would never admit to such a thing.

He'd been trapped for more than a thousand
years in a wizard's wicked containment. He was only recently freed.
It seemed recent to him, as an Aes, time was not such a burden,
five or six years seemed little.

In a way she barely understood, they were
soul-mates. Even though she was human, a part of her spirit was of
his elven lover of ages past. Through life and death they had been
constantly drawn into their relationship.

Now she was learning about who she had been,
or the elf part of her had been, even though she was a, or had
been, a lawyer… it was quite confusing. The only reason it made any
sense at all was for being where she was.

A slightly muffled bang resounded from
downstairs. Amelia realized it was that sound which had awakened
her.

Standing quickly, she had to stop and
stretch, twisting out one of the kinks in her back.

It wasn't the first time she'd fallen asleep
in the rocker.

It wouldn't be the last time.

Sliding the book away, she dropped the
afghan on the chair and headed downstairs.

Carol's door was shut, meaning the
wolf-witch was still in bed. The room beyond was not a physical
part of the house but Elsewhere, connected only at the door.

Another sound, a squeal, came from
downstairs. Amelia moved faster.

Amelia was babysitting. She and Carol were
babysitting. It wasn't that the five year old was a baby. Nor was
the precocious little witch without power. The witch had six
guardians who would face dragons to protect her. At least one of
those creatures had his eyes on the child at all times. Even as
intelligent as the girl was, she was still a child, with that one
trait all children held… curiosity. Being her mother's daughter
there was no end to her questions.

Through the dining room, Amelia sensed
movement in the kitchen. She suppressed the knowledge of what she'd
find.

These days, she preferred encountering
events as they unfolded, when she could, rather than knowing ahead
of time.

Amelia stopped in the doorway to the
kitchen. She stared.

The refrigerator stood open. A carton of
eggs was sliding back inside while six eggs were suspended in the
air near the stove. The frying pan sat on the burner, which was not
lit, while the eggs, one by one, cracked, and dumped their
contents. The empty shells moved to a growing stack of shells on
the counter. At the other end of the counter, four slices of bread
disappeared into the toaster. A plastic carton holding fresh
sausage links came out of the fridge.

Another frying pan slipped off its hook to
fly to another burner to set down. The sausage began leaving the
carton. This burner was not lit.

As Amelia stood watching, she became aware
of two pairs of eyes watching her from beneath the kitchen
table.

Two creatures, in the guise of black German
shepherds, were trying to be inconspicuous, with their long tails
tucked away guiltily.

They didn't offer any excuses. Amelia's
presence caught the attention of the ringleader of this event.

All movement ceased but for the head of the
small person standing on one of the chairs. Her hair was as dark as
her father's. Her eyes were the crystalline blue of her mother. The
dimples that usually marked her cheeks were not evident as she
studied Amelia.

"Good morning, Aunt Amelia," she said. She
offered an adorable smile.

"Good morning, Celeste," Amelia said. "May I
ask what you are doing?"

"Yes, Aunt Amelia," the girl said.

Amelia nodded.

"What are you doing, Celeste?"

"Fixing breakfast, Aunt Amelia. I was gonna…
going to… surprise you and Aunt Carol."

"Very well," Amelia said. "I'm surprised.
How were you going to cook breakfast?"

"Uhm," Celeste looked around quickly. "I'm
not supposed to use the burners so I was going to use fire."

"And the last time you used fire what
happened?"

"I melted the pan and the stove and burnt
the cabinets and got the room all black and there was smoke and
Daddy got a little bit upset and the refrigerator didn't want to
work and… I made a mess. But I am older now, and I know how to do
it with no extra fire going wrong."

"Your mom said no unsupervised fire," Amelia
said. The fire Celeste referred to was true fire, the elemental
fire, one of the keys of creation.

"Yes," Celeste said. "And now that you are
here supervising me I can use fire."

"Celeste, what do I use to cook
breakfast?"

"You use the burners but I'm not supposed to
use the burners."

"I can supervise that," Amelia said. "It is
the usual method of using the stove."

"Okay," Celeste said, turning away.

Amelia was nearing the stove, examining the
scene.

The eggs resumed their flight as the sausage
did the same.

"Wait, Celeste," Amelia said. "You've
watched me cook breakfast. I believe you have… butter or margarine
so the eggs don't… oh, yes, but the pan should be hot first."

"First?" Celeste said as the last egg
dropped in and the pile of shells moved toward the compost can. "I
can do that."

The pat of margarine in the pan was suddenly
melting even as the eggs began turning white.

"Wait, not too hot," Amelia said. "No, no.
Gather the eggs up. Hold them aside until the pan gets hot. I'll
turn the burners on to the right level."

Celeste easily scooped up the eggs. She held
them in globular collection a foot above the pan. She lifted the
sausage up while that pan heated.

Amelia checked the burners. She enjoyed
doing the cooking for them all. Yet, she enjoyed helping Celeste
learn.

As she checked the stove, she noticed other
movement. Juice glasses were leaving the cabinet. The bottle of
juice was flying from the fridge.

"Who's going to do this?" Amelia said,
pointing at the stove. "Me or you?"

The glasses settled on the table. The juice
began pouring.

"Uhm, me?" Celeste said.

"Can you see what's happening in the pan
from there?"

The chair was not exactly close to the
stove, though it did offer the correct height, she was some
distance back.

"Know… not see," the girl replied, glancing
around.

"Knowing may not be exactly the best with cooking
eggs. You need to stir and turn them as they cook, gently… watching
them cook evenly."

Celeste levitated from the chair she'd been
standing on, going a little bit closer.

"Can see now," she said, smiling. "How about
sausage, when do I turn it?"

"That's a listen and pay attention thing.
The bottom starts to hiss as the grease and water bubbles out from
the heat and then you turn it just as it starts browning. You can
press them a bit to add to the browning."

"Browning, yes, understood," Celeste said,
nodding, watching the eggs intently.

With her deft touch of magic, she turned the
eggs and chopped them, stirring them.

"Ahm, yes, seeing is… needed," Celeste
said.

The juice container was heading back toward
the refrigerator as the door opened.

"Celie, is there some reason to hurry this
morning?" Amelia said.

"Oh, yes, Aunt Amelia," the girl said,
though her eyes stayed on the task of cooking. "Listen to the
sausage. Is different for the fat sausage, yes?"

"Yes, but I like to slice that and… cook
it…"

Celeste was nodding.

Amelia closed her lips tightly, studying the
little witch.

"What is the reason to hurry, darling?"

With a little frown, Celeste turned to
Amelia, who directed her to watch the stove.

"But you know, Auntie A. You know what
comes," she said.

"I try not to, darling," Amelia said. "I
don't need to know every day… that's…"

Amelia shook her head.

"Why is that sad?" Celeste asked, continuing
to turn the eggs and then turned the sausages.

The toast popped and flew through the air to
a plate on the table.

Four more slices of bread dropped into the
toaster.

Two knives were spreading butter on the
toast.

Amelia shrugged and started some coffee.

"Daddy's not here," Celeste said. "Do you
like coffee, too?"

"Sometimes," Amelia said. "Carol won't be
awake for some time. She had a late… oh."

Celeste turned to Amelia. Her hands clasped
together suddenly, her eyes wide. It was a pretense of innocence
that only worked on her father. He mostly humored her intentions,
though.

"Sorry," she said, offering a smile.

Carol's voice suddenly rose from the quiet
behind them as she yelled at the creature waking her up.

"Don't apologize to me," Amelia said,
containing her smile.

The flapping of wings sounded before a door
slammed. A moment later another dog came into the kitchen. It saw
Amelia. It joined the two under the table.

"Tell me why there's a rush on this
morning?" Amelia said.

The pan of eggs lifted from the stove. The
burner turned off.

Celeste drifted back to land on the chair as
she transferred the eggs to a large bowl.

A tea kettle moved from the shelf to the
sink where Celeste began filling it.

"Why don't you want to tell me?" Amelia
asked.

"Aurora saidIneedtogotoHeaventhismorning,"
Celeste said.

The refrigerator opened. Milk and pastries
headed to the table.

"Aurora said…" Amelia replayed Celeste's
statement, parsing out the words. "Heaven? Why does Aurora say
that?"

"She didn't say," Celeste replied. "How do
you know when the sausage is fully cooked?"

"When did you visit the yeti?"

"Uhm, yesterday," she said.

"What time did you visit the yeti?"

"Local or Mongol time?" the girl
wondered.

"Local time," Amelia said. "Celeste, what
did your mom say about this manner?"

"Not to be obstinate," Celeste said. She
smiled as the sausages turned again. "Or evasive."

"So, remembering that, what is your
answer?"

"Ten thirty PM," she said. "Sorry, but the
guys wanted to show me something. Then Epsilon wanted to go
outside. Since we were there, we went out and down the mountain.
The Yeti were at the stream with Zigarry getting a wetting. We were
just watching, honest, and then Aurora called me over."

"Why did Aurora call you?" Amelia said.

"Who sent that beast into my room?" Carol
said, entering the kitchen.

A large plate moved to the stove to accept
the cooked sausage from the pan. The burner shut off.

"Breakfast is ready," Celeste said as the
plate headed to the table.

Carol suddenly ran across the room. She
grabbed Celeste from the air to toss her up to the ceiling.

Celeste laughed as she flew up… then she
stayed there, looking down.

"You are not mad, really, Aunt Carol?" she
wondered.

"No," Carol said. "Get down here before your
breakfast gets cold."

Celeste dropped down. Carol caught her. She
threw her toward the girl's chair. Spinning in the air, Celeste
then dropped into her seat.

As Carol and Amelia sat, the dogs moved from
beneath the table, circling around to settle near Celeste.

"Where are the other three?" Carol asked as
she filled her plate.

Toast popped. It flew to the table where the
butter waited, the knives ready.

"Down in the caves," Celeste said. "They say
they want to stay big for some time. Baker and Charlie do not like
being so small, most times."

"They can't go to Heaven with us," Amelia
said.

"We're going to Heaven this morning? Why?"
Carol said.

Amelia pointed to Celeste.

The girl's bright blue eyes nearly sparkled
as she looked from one Aunt to the other.

"Why?" Carol said to Celeste.

"Aurora said I must," Celeste said. "Did not
say why."

A cabinet opened as the girl turned to look
at it. A cereal box slid out to come and land in a clearing on the
table. A bowl turned over, the box opened, tipped over, dropped
cereal into it. Then it closed to return to the cabinet as the milk
container moved toward the bowl.

"Why would the yeti tell you to go to
Heaven?"

"She said is better than Hell," Celeste said
and giggled.

Amelia laughed as well.

A spoon flew to Celeste's hand.

"Are you being evasive?" Carol said,
stabbing some of the sausage.

"No, because I do not know the reason," said
Celeste as she ate her cereal.

A large black cat slipped free of Carol's
hair. It stepped onto the table to settle near the wolf-witch.

'Does Aurora often give
you such directions, Celeste?' the cat
wondered.

He was a black cat, all black but for one
white ear. His name was Albert Pandemonium, and was Carol's
familiar. They called him AP for simplicity. AP's voice was a
murmur directly in the mind of those who could hear him.

Years ago Pepper had facilitated the mental
communication between the two familiars who lived with the small
coven. Pepper Paull-Charteris was Celeste's mom. Pepper considered
herself an academic witch. She'd studied magic in all its various
manifestations since she was younger than Celeste. She was from a
long line of Good witches. Her familiar was a Great Gray owl named
Whittlesbee. Pepper, her husband Mike, and Whittlesbee were gone on
a business trip.

Mike was a witch who'd only recently come
into his power. His past was a long and troubled story. Both their
lives had changed dramatically when they'd met.

Pepper had created a spell to allow the
coven to exchange thoughts through their familiars in order to have
private conversations even when surrounded by others.

Celeste held her spoon still as she
considered AP's question.

"No," said the girl. "Not often, but Mama
says I must take heed of any directions the Yeti tell me, as long
as it is lawful."

She ate the spoonful of cereal.

Carol and Amelia exchanged a glance. Amelia
had no clue why the leader of the Yeti clan would want Celeste
going to Heaven. The Yeti, of all magicals, were earthbound. Their
history was rich with tales of travel between the worlds in elder
days.

***

Carol transported them to Heaven's main
gate.

The armsman was expecting them. He sent them
along to the gate of the High court.

Amelia had slipped on sunglasses. Even so,
she had to wait for her eyes to adjust to the white light of the
place. There were no shadows here. Many colors were bleached to
bare impressions and hints.

Carol and Celeste adjusted their eyes to
compensate while AP allowed Carol to put dark contact lenses in,
since a magical adjustment wouldn't work on the cat.

At the gate, two figures waited. They were
the Lady Noèlene Arminster and her daughter, Berëathra.

When Celeste caught sight of them, she gave
a shout.

"Ay, Berëathra," the girl yelled.
"Greetings."

With a running step the little girl launched
into the air toward her friend, to be caught in her expectant
arms.

"You are growing, little one," Berëathra
said, even as she spun them both around again and then again.

"You are the same," Celeste said, standing
still, a moment later, studying her friend.

Berëathra laughed. She held her hand out to
Carol.

"Come, friends," she said. "Let's go and
talk… I have memories to share."

Celeste laughed again before the three
walked down the hall, leaving Amelia with Noèlene.

"It is time to talk, lady," Noèlene said.
"Come to my quarters."

There was activity to every side as the two
walked deeper through the passageways of the high court's many
buildings. Many they passed bowed or nodded to Lady Arminster but
none stopped her or intruded.

In her quarters, Noèlene offered juice and
fruit to Amelia.

"You directed Aurora to have Celeste come
here," Amelia said. "Why?"

"So we would have this time to talk. You
need to know some things," Noèlene said. "It was best to get you
here in a roundabout manner."

Amelia sat where Noèlene directed. She
accepted a glass of juice.

"Fear should not hold you back, not at this
hour," Noèlene said.

"I'm not afraid," Amelia said.

Saying it, she felt the… not lie, but not
wholehearted truth… of her words. This was a place where truth held
power and any lessening was obvious.

"If not fear, then what?" Noèlene said.

"I don't know," Amelia said, shaking her
head.

She didn't look at Noèlene, didn't have to.
She felt the penetrating regard of the other.

"My office allows me to judge your heart,
Amelia," she said. "I know what troubles you. I've not called you
here to diminish that or overlook it, but to have you face it."

"I'm not dying, Lady Noèlene," Amelia said.
"How do you come to…?"

"Don't go back to lawyer mannerisms on
this… on me… not now," Noèlene said and then smiled. "I can always
use my office to help others. My duty calls me to visit the dying,
especially those who are alone. You can no longer say you're alone,
Amelia. You have Pepper and Carol, who both love you. Mike loves
you as a sister he never had. Celeste adores you. Even Martin,
though Aes, loves you… you,
not Amelie, though even you lose that distinction at times. There
will always be separation since she is elf and you human, but you
are… you must be… one person."

Amelia set her juice aside and studied the
other woman.

"That's why I'm here," she said, "but
why?"

"You learned of something five years ago,
your time… thereabouts. You've seen the evidence of its truth. But
you refuse to take it up… Amelia, that will be your office, to say
nothing of your destiny."

"Because she wrote a book to me? For that,
I'm to bow to her idea of destiny?"

"No single person makes destiny's pathways,
Amelia. When she was here to write that book it was not her idea
alone directing her…"

Noèlene fell silent to study Amelia.

Amelia was waiting for the completion of
Noèlene's comment. Their eyes locked. Amelia saw more… saw the
conclusion and the reason for her visit.

"How do you know this?" Amelia said.

Noèlene pointed to a table off to one
side.

Through the uneven white glare, Amelia saw a
book rested there. It was a large thick volume and lay open…

Without a thought Amelia stood to approach
it.

"It's a chronicle," she whispered.
"It's the
Chronicle."

"It is what has been, Amelia," Noèlene said
quietly from beside her.

"How much of what has been?"

"Between all the chronicles is all the
history of humans, every individual with cross references to those
who mix with humans. All."

"Why are you showing me?" Amelia said.

"Read this and you will know why," Noèlene
said.

Amelia moved one more step forward to look
at the Chronicle, the words written.

Pepper was the scholar of their coven and a
powerful witch. Amelia had no idea why the Lady Noèlene thought
she'd be able to make anything of whatever was written here.

The border of the page caught her eye first.
The illuminated figures and flora were beautiful, attracting her
very spirit. Yet that lovely border held her for only a moment. She
caught sight of a familiar name… not hers but it was Amelie
Staerlight, the elf whose Aes had joined with her own spirit.

It was automatic to check which words came
next.

Amelie sought temporary sanctuary in the
High Court. She was given permission to study within the library.
As she was the daughter of the Queen of the Pathoriene elves she
was accorded a peaceful welcome. Synthea, the Hand of our Lady
Ariel, was put in charge of her so the elf might find whatever she
had need of.

Amelie entered the library at the side of
Synthea. Her eyes darted about the shelves as though hungry for
their knowledge.

"O, I had never imagined there would be so
many books here," Amelie said. She turned her wide blue eyes to the
Hand. "I have permission to seek among them?"

"Yes," said Synthea. "If you know what you
need, I may be able to assist. I spent a great deal of time in
these rooms."

"Rooms?" Amelie said with wonder. She
turned, gazing through the white light to an arched doorway leading
to another room filled with even more books.

Without thinking, Amelie strode forward six
paces before pulling a rein in on her excitement and curiosity.
Turning back to the Hand she started to apologize.

Synthea excused the natural impulse with an
easy gesture, giving grace.

"You may seek through any room as your need
requires. Do you have a direction to research?"

"There is a tide of wickedness among the
high elves of all the kingdoms," she said. "I seek understanding of
its source. My own Lord has sought knowledge among our people. I
had hope of finding some clue to this matter among your records.
Yet I have no direction to pursue, only a belief that my answer
lies here."

"I may serve you in this, but our records
deal with the humans. There are few tales of elves among
these."

"What of wizards or sorcerers?"

"Yes, as there have been a number of each
who originated among, or were, humans. Let us go over here. You'll
want to check among the tales of magic-users. Now, how long ago do
you seek?"

Amelie shook her head, catching sight of
more books in a long hallway, they turned a different corner as
they moved at a brisk pace.

"A hundred, two hundred years of earth,"
Amelie said.

When they turned another corner Synthea
stopped abruptly, her sword extending instantly forward, on
guard.

A cloaked woman stood there. She raised one
hand in the sign of peace.

The look in her gray eyes eased the surprise
from Synthea. The Hand lowered her sword.

"Peace," said the woman, a human named
Amelia Rutledge.

She wore a hooded cloak of a dark grey
material. She flipped the hood back from her head, revealing her
features to Amelie and Synthea.

"I have come to speak to Amelie. I have
little time to use here," she said.

Something in Amelia's manner cut through all
of Synthea's concern and, indeed, gave her the knowledge that this
meeting was part of the reason the elf had come to the High
Court.

The Hand bowed to the human and stepped
back…

Amelia shook her head, feeling dizzy and not
a little chilled as she turned to look at Noèlene.

The Lady had moved a few steps away. She
regarded Amelia with a serene expression.

"I don't understand," Amelia said. "How…?
This is so… I… I don't understand."

"Yes, it is unusual. I was directed to this
Chronicle. In the finding, I knew why… knowing you must see it for
the fear you hold."

"But how?" Amelia said. "It seemed as though
I was there, that the tale came to life and carried me into it. I
saw it… I wasn't reading descriptions... I was really there, then…
I saw, smelled, heard… felt… what was then. How?"

Noélene gave a smile, shrugging
delicately.

"The chronicles capture those moments and
hold them for review. When you read them you are reviewing those
exact moments. It seems as real as it should be, for it is what
was. You may call it magic but it is more profound than such a
trite word could illumine."

Amelia glanced at the volume but did not
close the two steps she'd retreated.

"Do you now understand why I had you
come?"

"You say it is because of my fear, but I
have read our book. I got past the…"

Noélene was shaking her head.

"No, you read the words only. You
hardened your heart against the truth of what Amelie meant for you…
of what you meant for you. In
order to take up that office, you must enter the way without fear,
without the hardness of rejection held as a shield before you…
disbelief is as much a lie when the truth is shown, as being blind.
You are not blind."

Amelia studied the woman. Noélene was one of
the most powerful persons in all the worlds. That she took time to
minister to Amelia was a point of importance.

"What should I do?" Amelia said quietly,
gazing at the Chronicle.

At Noélene's laugh Amelia looked back.

Noélene was shaking her head.

"I cannot give you specific direction,
Amelia. You know this. It is one of the wards of my office. I can
help open your eyes. I can lay the truth before you. I may open
paths that you might walk them, but I cannot direct which path or
pull you in any direction, much as I might desire. You have to
judge what direction to go. You take a step, then two and three,
all on your own."

The two women stood in silence. In that
silence the white of the light around them grew and, in growing,
made the silence deeper.

"You showed me this…" Amelia gestured to the
Chronicle. "Doesn't that count as giving me direction?"

Noélene smiled.

"I am but a servant, no matter how highly I
am ranked," she said. "When a task is given me, I do it. Any task
given is for the good of all people, no matter what species or
world. In your case I perceive what must be. As far as matters to
you, I am merely attempting to break the shackles of fear. Then,
when you are unbound, your decisions will be honest and therefore
valuable."

"But you showed me what I will do and when,
destiny is printed and I…"

Amelia stopped at Noélene's delicate
laugh.

"The past is indeed written and immutable,"
Noélene said. "But you saw nothing of the future, of when or why or
even… what."

"But it showed that I'll take up the key and
go back to see…"

"There are many ways to slip the corridors
of time," Noélene said. "But each way needs its own precautions. I
have used all that I dare to free you. Now it is up to you."

The door to the room swung inward suddenly,
almost violently.

Celeste entered, followed by Carol and
Beréathra.

Amelia turned back to Noélene but… the Lady
was gone.

The Chronicle was gone.

"Aunt Amelia," said Celeste. "Beré says that
we must return home."

Beréathra approached. She held her hand out
to Amelia.

As they touched fingertips, Amelia was
certain the other knew exactly what thoughts moved in her head. The
charm which hung around Beréathra's neck was there as a precaution.
Beréathra had worn it since she was Celeste's age. Though it
modified the girl's abilities, it did not negate them.

"I'm glad mother was able to show you the
Chronicle," Beréathra said. "She suspected it would take something
special to… enliven you."

Amelia nodded, too many thoughts circled in
her head to make a response.

"And now you have other worries," Beréathra
said, smiling.

Again Amelia nodded. She had to smile at
Beréathra's meaning.

"I shall do exactly what I need to do,"
Amelia said.

Celeste gave a laugh and leaped up, as she
had a habit of doing, launched toward Amelia. Then, caught in a
hug, the girl laughed again.

"Goodbye, Beréathra," Celeste said. "You
should come visit us again."

"I will, Celeste Abigail Paull," Beréathra
said. "I will."

Carol said her own farewell before porting
them out to the gates and then to the porch of the mansion.

"I got to see Storm, Aunt Amelia," Celeste
said. "Storm is her weapon, you know?"

"I've heard of Storm, darling," Amelia said,
as she set the girl down. "It is a…"

"She," said Celeste, earnestly. "Storm is a
female and a weapon."

"Yes, and a powerful weapon she is."

"I know," Celeste said. "I want a weapon
like her."

Amelia laughed.

"I don't think you need such a powerful
weapon, darling, you have your magic."

"I know," Celeste said. "But I'm not
supposed to use magic for everything."

"That doesn't stop you," Carol said.

"Well, magic makes things easier," Celeste
said.

The door behind them burst open. A pack of
wild dogs raced out to surround the trio on the porch. Except of
course, they were not wild dogs. They were surrounding Celeste
while Carol and Amelia were simply in the wrong place. It was a
common event. Only Celeste reacted, greeting each creature by name
as if it had been days rather than hours of being apart.

Pepper had long ago commanded the creatures
not enter the house in their true form. They were ancient dragonets
she'd been forced to resurrect. As dragonets, they were easily as
large as a horse, in their body, with wide-reaching, leathery
wings, long sinuous tails, and fairly long, thick, strong, necks.
They were worst than any proverbial bull in a china shop. Even when
trying to be careful, their tails or wings extended without
thought. Pepper had created a specific housekeeping spell within
the mansion to undo what damage the dragonets accidentally
wrought.

Being unique magicals, the dragonets could
transform to the exact form of any animal they knew of… as long as
it was equal to or smaller than their true size.

Pepper had been pregnant with Celeste when
she'd resurrected the creatures and named them. With cunning
subterfuge she had attempted to save the creatures from the dragon
which had enslaved her. It was in the manner of naming them the
dragonets allied with her. Upon realizing she carried Celeste they
became more careful of the witch. They used their magic through
Celeste to break the bonds enslaving Pepper to the dragon,
Charteris.

In human guise, the dragon had used murder
and coercion to become Mike's stepfather… for reasons they knew
only the half of.

Ever since then, the six dragonets had been
completely enamored of Celeste. They waited, sometimes patiently,
through the years of infancy until she became a worthy playmate.
For a couple of years, since she was nearly three, one or two of
the dragonets was always nearby. At four, Pepper had allowed
Celeste to go with the creatures. The girl's magic was notably
stronger when with them.

At five, the girl was again testing the
boundaries.

After several rather reckless misadventures,
Celeste had restrictions on what she and her friends were allowed
to do… and where. Mike and Pepper were tolerant of their daughter's
escapades, since the girl was a good witch and supremely
talented.

It was on days like this, when Mike and
Pepper were away, when the dragonets led the girl into trying new
things. As when they went into the mountains and saw the Yeti the
night before, when Celeste should have been in bed asleep. The
dragonets were not a bad influence. They were simply a different
kind of influence, sometimes teaching her dragon-like tricks with
magic.

Around the mansion, no matter which hidden
corner, there were always ghosts keeping an eye on the young
heiress to the Hesperus legacy. The family ghosts taught the girl
as they had once taught Pepper. They occasionally taught Carol and
Mike.

"I know," Carol said, apropos of nothing but
Amelia's mood. "I'll watch the little darling. You do what you need
to do."

Amelia looked to her coven sister and nodded
gratefully.

"What are her plans for today?" Amelia
asked.

Celeste was on Charlie's back, stretching to
straddle Delta as well. The others milled about, keeping a constant
circular motion to the event, all six of them on the lawn in front
of the porch.

"The mountains," Celeste said, not
interrupting her game as she joined the conversation.

"It's dark there now," Carol said.

"Oh?" Celeste said, twisting onto Delta. "I
didn't know such a fact would matter to a werewolf. It don't matter
to me and the guys. C'mon, Aunt Carol, surely you won't mind the
fresh air. The moon is full and big over there. Please, please,
paa-leeeze?"

Carol laughed.

"That sounds like more than a walk on the
mountainside," Amelia said.

"Alright, you little witch, but after lunch,
okay? Last time I had to starve for hours."

Celeste, riding Delta, who had grown larger,
leaned her head straight back, arching herself over, legs holding a
grip on her mount, until she looked at her elders upside down.

"You could have teleported food any…"

Delta lurched to the side pushed by Charlie.
Celeste lost her grip, tumbling off Delta. Her skirts flying,
Celeste turned a somersault in the air, landing on her feet,
giggling.

"What were you doing, Charlie?" she said to
the beast as he leaped toward her.

She dodged his rush, grabbed his neck and
swung up onto his back.

"Okay, it's your turn," she agreed.

They galloped across the yard with Celeste
laughing, her dark hair blowing in the wind.

"Maybe a romp on the mountainside will be
fun," Carol said.

"I'll start lunch," Amelia said.


 Chapter
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"Your mom and dad are coming home tomorrow,
so I want you home and rested tonight. Don't keep Aunt Carol out
late," Amelia said.

The dogs crowded through the door in the
study. For as large as the dragonets were, as dogs, they proceeded
down the stairs quietly. Even romping, jostling for position,
shoving one another and playing, they were quiet.

Celeste giggled.

"Yes, Aunt Amelia," the girl said, claiming
a serious attitude. Temporarily.

"Have fun, but don't disrupt the Yeti,
they're used to the mountains being quiet," Amelia said.

Celeste giggled again, her dimples showing
like her mother's. Gazing up with wide, and suspiciously solemn,
eyes, she nodded.

Foxtrot waited beside Celeste until Amelia
let them go.

Holding them for that minute longer, Amelia
had desired a premonition about this adventure of Celeste's, even
for as normal as it was.

There was nothing about this day more than
any other.

For Amelia, that fact was her problem.
Premonitions didn't come when called for. They often intruded when
unwelcome. She didn't control them. Control was needed. This visit
to Heaven, a summons by the Lady Noélene, suggested time was
running out.

Celeste headed down the stairway. Foxtrot
gave Amelia a last look.

While the creatures didn't speak
aloud, or with the mental voices of the familiars, Amelia
knew the dragonet was saying not to
worry. They would guard Celeste with their lives.

"I know," Amelia said. "I know."

She held the door open as the two walked
down the steps.

She watched.

The door was actually for a closet. It would
open to that closet at need… or by default. The stairway was
Elsewhere. It was formed by Pepper to connect to her library,
storage rooms, some workshops, and Celeste's and Carol's training
rooms.

One landing above the library, Celeste and
Foxtrot followed the horde into another room, one Pepper had made
at the insistence of the dragonets. There was a bunk bed for
Celeste, bookshelves, and a bureau full of clothing suitable for
the mountain adventures she enjoyed. Shelves held some of the
treasures she'd found with her friends.

Another door from that room led through
Elsewhere to the tunnels of the dragonet's caverns in a mountain
range near Mongolia. It was a section of land Pepper owned. She
maintained it as a sanctuary for Aurora's clan. The Yeti had been
friends of the Hesperus witches for generations.

It was near a forbidden zone, where few
humans were allowed.

The region was so desolate and remote that
few of any species had interest.

Carol, Celeste, and the dragonets headed out
to play.

As a werewolf, Carol enjoyed such
babysitting duties.

Celeste enjoyed the region, since her mom
didn't put many restrictions on the girl's magic. Few restrictions
held the dragonets, also, in the mountains. The most important rule
was to stay hidden, unseen by anyone.

Carol's presence was not so much a
babysitter but as a guardian. While the dragonets could be fearsome
in defense of the young witch, secrecy was the more important
shield.

Pepper's family, the mighty Hesperus
witches, had accumulated enemies through the centuries. If any
learned of Celeste, they might make an attempt at abduction or
murder, illegal retribution for past interactions. The Hesperus
witches were good witches. Standing against the lawless brought
enemies at every turn.

Amelia worried about the girl.

Celeste was powerful. That power made her
more of a target than anything else.

Pepper had been attacked time and again. Her
enemies had become bold in recent years. As a mother, though,
Pepper's justified responses were more permanent than when she'd
lived alone. She'd never been one to be trifled with, but
protecting her daughter had increased her defensiveness. For that
reason the mansion was a magical fortress. The distant caverns were
a safe haven for the child.

Amelia closed the door, firmly setting aside
her worries.

Turning, she steeled herself for the
challenge awaiting her.

Martin was at the other doorway watching
her, gauging her mood.

'Eh?' he
said, his voice quiet in her mind. 'What
troubles you?'

Martin was an Aes, an elf in spirit form…
similar to a human ghost. The coven had rescued him from captivity
years ago. He'd been imprisoned in a spirit-containment. He'd been
trapped for a thousand years and thought lost to the elves.

He was her soul-mate, in the elven sense.
Amelie had turned from the wheel of elven reincarnation to go
through humans in the cycles of rebirth. They all but dwelt
together within her body, as Amelie was barely there.

Now Martin was free. He stayed near her for
the love they shared. In time he must return to be born again.
They'd meet somewhere in the future, where they'd be able to live
together in a better world.

For now Amelia raised her hand. His
insubstantial fingers alighted in a delicate hold.

"I must read the book," she said.

Martin knew it was no simple matter.

***

Amelia's rocking chair was in the tower room
of the mansion.

The room was circular, extending out from
one corner of the building. The walls curved, containing the
circle. The old windows followed the same curve. Only the door was
a flat plane.

Holding the book, she looked at Martin. He
sat against the window opposite. The noontime light shone through
his form as though he was glass. She sat, staring at him, taking in
this sensation, the perception.

It was a moment.

A single short burst of time.

Amelia held it, savoring every aspect her
senses gathered. Comfortable warmth. Familiar soothing fragrances.
The peaceful not-quite quiet of the mansion. The rocking chair's
solid presence. The warm book in her cool fingers. All of it was
real and precious. What marked this time, though, was Martin.

It wasn't only the look of him, even
as Aes. The sun had moved slightly making him appear more
substantial than translucent. That wasn't it, it was
knowing him, a heart-knowledge, an
ancient and present knowledge
of Amelie's and her own. Easily she could call it love, except it
was beyond a word, a concept, or even a book of elven poetry. It
was more than she could contain or express. Moments like this were
treasures.

"Hey," she said.

Her whisper broke the silence, breaking
nothing. The word communicated her feelings. The word illuminated
the fact of how she hesitated at her duty.

His eyes sparked dark blue. He gave a nod.
Smiling, he directed her to take up the book, encouraging her to
shake off the last of her fear.

It was not so easily done.

She did it, anyway.

The book was The Truth of the Elven Gifts.

It was lettered in a strange elongated and
spidery style reminiscent of twigs… tall and slender twigs with
knots and bends. It was a language written with a powerful spell, a
spell allowing only two people in all the worlds to read it,
Amelie, who wrote it, and Amelia, to whom it was written.

Turning to a bookmarked section, she began
reading words she'd only skimmed before, fearful then of engaging
what waited.

Now, she desired it.

***

Carol leaped off the ledge into deeper
darkness.

The full moon's light, though radiant, was
on the far side of the mountain. This side held darkness.

Plunging through space… emptiness, Carol
sought the rocky ground below.

In wolf form, with AP clinging to her neck,
Carol restrained the exultant howl rumbling within. Instead, she
was silent, running silent. Her pursuers tracked by scent. Not only
the scent of her wolf or human form but the scent of her magic, it
was easier for them.

The bottom of the chasm came swiftly. She
had to use magic to make the landing. It was a touch, a brief
cushioning shield absorbing the impact.

A hiss snapped in the air. They'd caught
that tiny trace.

'Go left,' AP
said. 'Larger rocks and cover.'

Carol turned to the left, extending her
claws, grabbing at the ground, throwing distance behind her. Over,
around, and beneath the huge tumbled rocks, she raced, alert for
the sound of wings. Running upslope, she leaped into the air from a
spine of the mountain.

Air passed beneath her. The sound of wings
hit.

Twisting in mid-air she saw one of the
creatures extending a claw.

She struck first, slapping the claw aside.
Then her claws struck and they fell to the ground, tangled.

More wings snapped the air.

Carol was surrounded, trapped on the
ground.

"We win," Celeste said, laughing. "Told you
it wouldn't be fair… seven against two… when you don't use magic
doesn't give you a chance."

"I had a good run before you caught me,"
Carol said. "If I wanted to hurt you or any of them, I could have.
This was play… if it was real, it would be different."

"Oh," Celeste said, becoming as serious as
Carol. "But why? We had the strategic vantage. We rule the
air."

"Ruling the air is not always a tactical
advantage when you're dealing with magic. In the air you're in the
open. You'd have to rely on your magic for defense completely. You
may not have enough to attack with."

Celeste considered her Aunt's words but then
glanced around at her friend's comments.

"With the guys I have enough," Celeste
said.

"Maybe," Carol admitted.

"Aunt Carol," Celeste said, solemnly. "The
guys want to test that hypotentsense."

"Hypothesis," Carol corrected the girl.

Looking at the circle of dragonets
surrounding them, Carol considered their various points.

"Someone could get hurt," Carol said.

'All of you will get hurt
if Pepper learns of this,' AP said.

"I will tell mama it is my fault, if
something goes wrong," Celeste said.

"If you get hurt… words won't fix things,"
Carol said.

"Then I won't get hurt," Celeste gave a
hopeful smile.

Carol looked up at the sky, judging how much
more of the night was left.

"Okay," she said, a minute later. "We'll
play one round of tag, but this time I hunt you. The one rule is
that you must stay within the preserve, okay?"

"Yes," Celeste said. She nodded. "The guys
won't go in the cave or disturb the yeti. And if any outsiders
comes around, the game ends and we hide."

"Right. I'll count to twenty," Carol said,
not smiling. "Get a move on."

***

The words were different this time.

So they felt.

The words affected Amelia.

It was not as peculiar as Heaven's
Chronicles. Instead of showing past events, these words drew her
deeper within. As the words revealed meaning, something opened,
folding back.

As though a leaden shield had sealed a
secret, looking revealed it.

Slowly, ever so slowly, word after word,
more was shown, folding back, opening wider. Hearing her voice
speaking the words within, she realized what this unveiled truth
would mean.

At that point she flinched, nearly turning
away.

Steadying herself, calling on the knowledge
and the need, Amelia advanced.

It was an inner path winding deep and deeper
with no signpost or direction but for her own voice. She spoke the
words she'd written long ago. It no longer mattered if she or
Amelie wrote the words. The meaning was the same.

All around was darkness.

That darkness was fear.

It revealed her path.

She walked it, going ever downward, or more
to truth, ever inward. Here were the final words, written and
hidden. Revealed now. Directions. Each turn carried her deeper into
herself, the past, and narrowed the way.

Eventually, to the end…

'There is a way to the
left and a way to the right,' said a quiet voice from
behind.

There was no one behind her.

'This is the
choice,' said the voice. 'Turn to the left and the way does not end… to the right
there can be no continuance of the power.'

Amelia stood still.

'To go on or to have this end… is your
decision.'

"I've made my decision," Amelia said aloud.
"I will go on."

'Of course you
will,' the voice said. 'We
knew that.'

"Who are you?" Amelia wondered.

'Look upon us.'

As she thought to turn, she had. She faced a
multitude where only one voice had spoken.

There were six, ten, fifty figures facing
her. There were more beyond them, in the distance, lined up to both
sides and crowded between. Each and all wore the same gray hooded
cloak, covering head and body, no hands or feet showed of those
near. The faces were each a pale blur. The face of the one nearest
Amelia was plainly visible.

'Hello, my love,'
said the woman facing her. 'Well met
for now and always.'

There was something different about the
woman, to Amelia's eyes, but much the same in her heart.

Pulling the hood back revealed her as an
elf.

"Amelie?" Amelia said.

A smile lit the woman's face as she offered
her hands.

Amelia extended hers. Their fingers
touched.

The elf's fingers were long and slender, a
marked difference from Amelia's.

The touch was more…

They touched, their hands moved from fingers
to palms, flat against the other.

Amelia's grey eyes locked onto the brilliant
blue eyes of the elf.

Then, somehow, they touched more, as Amelie
and Amelia flowed together.

They merged into one for a bare instant
before separating again. Their hands stayed locked. Amelia felt as
if she had changed places with the other. It didn't matter.
Separate or together, Amelia had changed. While she couldn't
express what that change was, she knew it was everything.

Releasing a hand, Amelie gestured at the
multitude.

As they watched, one or two of the others
flipped hoods back, revealing… Amelia. Then more and more flipped
hoods showed Amelie and Amelia again and again… the movement of
hoods continued as a wave until distance made it a blur.

Amelia knew this.

She had been here before… in passing. Now
she was a part of it and owned it.

This was the key.

"How does this work?" she wondered.

Amelie smiled. She gathered Amelia's free
hand, turning them face to face.

'It does,'
she said. 'We learn this part
together.'

"How?"

'This way,'
Amelie turned her around, leaving sight of the multitude to a
view of emptiness. 'Come.'

"How do you know?"

'You told me, my
love,' Amelie said.

Their eyes met, held.

"That…?"

'Sorry, I'm not calling
you spirit, my spirit, but… my love,' Amelie said,
smiling warmly. 'I'm elf, get used to
it.'

"I thought you loved Martin."

'We do,'
Amelie said. 'We are us. They all
are us, but we are you.'

Amelia nodded.

"What is this?" she gestured forward.

'Our first step,'
Amelie said. Her expression was somber, eyes hard.

"To where?"

'We don't know,'
Amelie said. 'We only know it is
where you must be to start.'

"What do I…?"

'Just go, my love.'

Amelia took a step forward. It was odd to be
so hesitant when she herself urged her to go on.

***

"Twenty," Carol said loudly.

Immediately, she changed to wolf-form to
sniff the air. Her ears cocked forward. Her head turned slowly to
one side and the other. The sounds of the night were undisturbed.
This was the playground of the dragon-like creatures. Their scent
and magic trails were everywhere.

The trail to follow was Celeste's. There
were as many layers of her tracks. The most recent passage could be
traced. Carol moved, keeping wolf-form. She spied shifted stones.
She scanned the distance for movement. The faintest heat trail was
apparent. This was the cool side of the mountain even during
daylight hours.

She moved ahead.

The dragonets could be invisible but were
aiding Celeste in this game of evasion. The young witch could be
riding one as they flew, although she might be too easily
spotted.

The wolf snorted.

The dragonets had home field advantage.

The little witch was practically one of
them.

Carol changed to partial wolf, what Amelia
called her wolf-girl form. Using what she'd learned, Carol studied
the magic around her. The normal trail had vanished. The scents
were more distinct. She saw the frequencies of magic as various
colors, many without names. The dragonets' magic was visible to all
sides, in streamers, and fading ribbons. Celeste's color was
spotty, obscured by the dragonets'.

It took a minute for Carol to find the
path.

Going full wolf, she resumed the hunt.

On this fresh track, Carol changed her fur
to a mottled gray, resembling night-shadows. Minimizing claws, she
increased the soft pads to reduce noise. With larger ears she heard
the movement of wings, tails, and feet.

With huge rocks to every side, Carol crept
from cover to cover.

The quiet snap of wings launching sounded
from ahead. She hurried.

Two dragonets had taken flight, staying low.
A lump of a shape rode aback one, hunched low.

Other sounds, those of stealthy advance
caught her ears as she prepared to attack.

'It's wrong,'
AP said, in her mind
only. 'Something…'

Carol nodded. She scanned the area,
reconsidering, creeping forward. She knew what was wrong, smelling
it. It was faint, distinct. Puzzling its meaning, she advanced,
skirting to one side of what she perceived. Following the trail
would be a mistake.

Moving beside it, she listened. She paused,
advanced, stopped…

Movement caught her attention.

The flyers had gone along the face of the
slope, gliding. Their wings were almost invisible.

Shifting one paw into a hand, flat on the
ground, she tasted the magic. Pushing her magic forward, she gave
direction to a tiny spell.

'What was that?'
AP wondered.

'A mole,' she
thought to him. 'Now hush.'

'I didn't say anything.'

'Hush.'

Carol focused on the little spell she'd sent
off. It ran on a thread of trace magic to where she suspected the
other dragonets waited. It would circle wide then surface with a
commotion.

The spell reached the point she'd
wanted.

Carol resumed her advance, creeping
silently.

'They're flying back along
the lower slope,' AP said.

Carol glanced that way, but continued.

Her spell broke from the soil, scattering
rocks, sounding like a tiny landslide.

Before the noise vanished, Carol leaped,
attacking.

There were four dragonets. Three had turned
toward the sounds.

One faced her.

'Watch your eyes,'
she told AP.

The other dragonets turned as one.

A brilliant blaze of light and color,
fireworks, lit the area.

The nearest dragonet staggered back. A
startled squawk sounded.

The others were blinded. They hissed and
squawked.

Then the wolf was among them, spinning, and
throwing shields, shoving them off balance. Even for as large as
the dragonets were in their natural form, Carol moved them.

Surprise helped.

In human form, Carol threw another
spell.

One of the dragonets vanished… becoming
Celeste.

The little witch threw a powerful blast at
Carol.

It slid from her shields.

"Gotcha," Carol said.

Celeste frowned. She looked around to the
dragonets.

"Well, guys, that did not work like how we
wanted," she said, her hands on her hips.

Two dragonets landed nearby. The one
pretending to be Celeste slid to the ground taking his true
form.

"Did you follow magic to get me?" Celeste
wondered. She wrapped an arm over Foxtrot's neck.

"Some, but logic, too," Carol said, nodding.
"You're new at this. The guys are ancient. I think they keep their
games simple. I… well… this area isn't the best for games of
stealth. If there was a forest here we'd have more options."

"We could go to the forest over the other
side that way," Celeste said. "It would be…"

"No," Carol said, smiling, denying the young
witch's budding notion. "It's late. We told Amelia you'd get home
and get some rest for tomorrow."

"Just 'cause mom and dad are getting back?"
Celeste said. "It would be a short game of tag…"

Carol shook her head.

"No, it would be longer. I thought of a way
to make it more of an adventure, next time. I'll need to talk to
Pepper. Maybe we'll make a day of it."

Celeste, hugging a dragonet's neck under
each arm, leaned forward to be lifted off her feet. She
laughed.

"A whole day?" she said. "Won't you get
hungry?"

"I could summon some food, I suppose," Carol
replied. "Maybe we can do it next week."

"I have lessons during the week," Celeste
said. "Grandma Karina Elizia Hesperus thinks I need to know
history."

"Don't you think you need to know history?"
Carol said.

The wolf-witch was sitting cross-legged on a
boulder. She'd warmed it so it was not a chilly seat.

"Why?" the girl said. "It is the future we
go to."

"Yes, but if you knew the lessons of the
past, I would not have caught you so easily."

"What?" Celeste, now hanging from a
dragonet's neck, looked, upside down
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