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ELLEN FOUND THE DELAFAIRE Farm kitchen abuzz with constrained excitement when she and her detective escorts, Hawk and Trey, returned from the Council Realm.

At their unexpected entrance, the room plunged into sudden silence. 

Locking eyes with Ellen, Madeline gasped. “Did you find them—your mother and Stacy?”

“No,” Ellen muttered. “How about y’all—any news?”

Madeline shook her head. “We’ve heard nothing, I’m afraid—but welcome back.” 

Her canine guardians, the Chows, Max and Sophie, trotted to Ellen’s side, their tails eagerly wagging—which, of course, earned them vigorous happy hugs and head scratches from Ellen. 

She noted that the cat, Smokey, was nowhere to be seen; but, that was not unusual.

Miska rose to his feet. “Ah, Lady Ellen—oops, I mean Miss Ellen—welcome home!” The big man from Were looked to Ellen with relief in his eyes. 

She immediately understood that it was not only for her obvious well-being; but that he was, in no small way, thankful that her arrival now spared him from the intense focus of the assembled guests’ well-intentioned, but nonetheless persistent, queries.

Glancing up at the people assembled in her kitchen, Ellen sensed that in her absence Miska’s personal tale had indeed fascinated the waiting guests; Zack and Marie, Armand and Madeline. 

A last minute inspiration before her departure for the Council meeting, Ellen had suggested that Miska play host in her absence and explain his origin within the Realm of Were. If he were to describe some of his inherent challenges as a sentient lycanthropic creature, and share his heartbreaking quest in search of his long-lost brother, his tale would no doubt enthrall her patient guests until her return. 

Her gratitude was immense, eclipsed only by her sympathy for Miska. She knew all too well that throughout the evening the barrage of questions and requests for further clarification must have been relentless.

Catching the big man’s eye, she mouthed a silent thank you. 

Miska nodded and opened his palms. “All is well? Can I pour you all some wine—there is plenty left, see? Uh, but where is Mark?”

Her brow arched in wry amusement, Ellen stood, brushed a trace of dog hair from her slacks, and smiled. “You mean Lord Mark, the newest member of the Council of Realms, now seated upon the Chair of Man as the duly elected representative of the Realm of Man, that Mark?”

Stunned silence held the room in its grasp once more. 

Trey chuckled, nudged Hawk, and stage-whispered, “I think she enjoyed doing that.”

In the next moment, everyone seemed to be asking questions at once. 

Ellen could only hold up her hands in a futile effort to stem the inquisitive tide.

A sympathetic Trey came to her rescue.

“All right, all right—hold it down,” the detective sergeant said firmly as everyone quieted. “Sorry, but Hawk and I are pressed for time—so, no wine for us. I’ll be brief; we didn’t accomplish everything we hoped. First of all, Ellen has been officially acknowledged by the Council as the Steward; but, it didn’t go quite as we anticipated. The details can wait for the moment.” 

He glanced to Ellen, who nodded in understanding—after all, this was, in part, her tale to tell.

A sense of polite, yet confused, acquiescence held sway amongst the assembled guests as murmurs of assured cooperation and appropriate congratulations circulated around the large kitchen table.  

Trey raised a finger in caution. “However, we’re no closer to finding Millie and Stacy; there have been no reported sightings of them since they disappeared from the fields of Delafaire Farm. We learned nothing pertinent about them in the Council Realm. Now as for Mark, he will be coming later, no doubt with more information. Ellen will explain everything. Unfortunately, Hawk and I have to go. We’ve got court in the morning; and, we still have some things to do tonight.”

Hawk reached for Ellen’s hand. “Will you be okay? I don’t want to leave, but Trey’s right. We have to check in, and jump on any new leads on Papa George, or anything regarding your mom and Stacy.”

“I understand.” She mustered a pained smile. “Go on, I’ll be fine. I’ll have a glass of wine and give everyone a brief synopsis of what’s happened.” She gave him a quick kiss on his cheek and grinned as his initial surprise faded to a chagrined blush.

Grinning in return, Hawk led his blatantly bemused partner, Trey, out of the kitchen.

Pausing before passing through the back door, Trey faced Ellen and mimed holding a phone receiver to his ear. “If Mark hasn’t returned by sunup, call me.”

Ellen stiffened as an involuntary chill of fear for her cousin cascaded down her spine and curdled in the pit of her stomach. She intended her reply to sound confident and hopeful—but she couldn’t hide a small grimace. “I will, don’t worry. And Trey? Thank you—for everything.”

He smiled knowingly, bobbed his head, and slipped out the door.

––––––––
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MARIE STEPPED TO ELLEN’S side, pursed her lips, and in her most concerned doctor’s voice softly asked, “How are you feeling—any nausea, dizziness, or headache?”

“I’m fine, Doctor—uh, Marie—really,” Ellen assured her, carefully maintaining a neutral expression. The knot of apprehensive fear had relaxed to some degree. She forced a small smile for her doctor’s benefit. “A little wine is fine, right?”

Marie relented. “A little . . . should be okay.”

“Well, I, for one,” Marie’s husband, Zack, remarked, as he pulled out a chair for Ellen, “would appreciate a brief synopsis of this evening’s events, with the emphasis on brief. I have an eight o’clock physics lecture to deliver tomorrow morning, and my lovely bride has rounds. So, no more wine for us; we’ll need to get home soon.”

“As should we,” added Madeline. “I know we will want to hear all the details, but for the next few minutes I think it may be best to settle for the headlines. We can meet again tomorrow, if you like, to winnow out the specifics.”

Zack and Marie bobbed their heads in agreement. Armand frowned—his wife ignored him.

Madeline reached over and patted Miska’s forearm. “I fear we have already put dear Miska through quite an inquisition during your absence. He’s been so kind and patient with us; we were such pests with all our questions. And I’m certain we are all a bit tired.”

“Well, I’m not tired—I’m enthralled, excited, and interested,” interjected her husband, refilling his glass. “This is truly remarkable—another world, populated with beings of a lycanthropic nature! I have so many more questions. For example, how do you—”

“Armand!” Madeline interrupted and shot him the look. “If I say you’re tired—you are tired.”

Armand sighed resignedly, and shook his head, a twinkle in his eye. “Um, yes dear, of course.”

Marie and Zack smiled knowingly at one another, obviously familiar with the Duprees’ repartee.

Ellen smirked, accepted a glass of wine from Armand, and settled more comfortably in her chair. She noted that the dogs had taken positions on either side of the cast iron stove and lay there like furry rugs, regarding her patiently, as if prepared to listen as well. She could almost swear they were smiling at her—and that warmed her heart.

“Well, as Trey said, Mark will be home later,” she began, and proceeded to describe the events of the evening.

She spoke at length, briefly describing the tiny Council Realm, the unexpected appearance at the meeting of Lady Diere as Queen Mab of the Dark Elves with the New Orleans crime lord, George “Papa George” Papadolis, in tow as a candidate for the Chair of Man, and the ensuing drama that put her cousin, Mark, in the Chair of Man. She told of the subsequent attack on Queen Mab and her consort by ensorcelled guards, electing to spare her guests the goriest of details. Lastly, she confirmed the apparent escape of George Papadolis. 

Her audience was reserved, attentive, and clearly spellbound. Surprisingly, they asked fewer questions than she expected during the course of her narration.

When her remarks concluded, Ellen braced for a deluge of questions; but Marie immediately stood and curtailed any further discussion.

“All right, I’m sure we all have questions; but this is quite enough for one night,” her doctor declared. “Ellen, you are still my patient, and I am directing you to get some rest. Don’t worry, we can all meet again—even tomorrow, as Madeline suggested—but no more tonight.”

As the guests prepared to depart, each spoke personally with Miska and thanked him profusely for sharing his heartfelt story. Ellen was touched by their genuine compassion and sincerity.

She and Miska walked them to their vehicles and bid them good night.

Staring at the dwindling taillights in the cooling night, Miska remarked softly, “Those are good people, m’lady, very smart, and very curious. I think this is a good thing that they will help you—a very good thing.”

Sighing, she agreed. “Yes, I think so, too, Miska.”

“M’lady, if you have no need of me, I would return to the cabin. The moon is strong and it beckons to me—a change is coming on. I would spend this night in the forest.”

“Of course, Miska,” she acknowledged. “Go now. I’ll see you in the morning. Good night, my friend.”

“Good night to you, m’lady.”

––––––––
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ELLEN WAS RESTLESS, too keyed up to sleep. She paced around her bedroom, earning annoyed looks from the dogs, Max and Sophie, splayed out on the floor and not inclined to move. Smokey, the cat, had deigned to reappear and now lay unconcerned, curled up on the covers near the foot of the bed; of course, he ignored them all.

Mark had not yet returned. That added to Ellen’s pool of escalating anxiety already brimming with concern for her mother and Stacy, both still missing. Her mind would not slow down; sleep was out of the question.

Taking the journal and the spectacles, she plopped down in the chair by the cold hearth and turned on the reading lamp. She might as well make the appropriate journal entry describing the events surrounding the Council of Realms meeting while everything was fresh in her mind.

She filled two pages with her careful script and capped her pen, her thoughts never venturing too far from her mother and Stacy. She sat quietly staring into the fireplace without really seeing it.

If there was only something I could do, somehow find them and bring them home.

As she idly fingered through the pages of the journal, she glanced down to see her Aunt Maude’s delicate handwriting—a passage Ellen had not seen before. She settled the spectacles more comfortably on the bridge of her nose and began reading.

The topic seemed to be a generic commentary about finding a lost love. Ellen read for some time, and then softly closed the book. In her notes Maude had speculated that there was a way, using a blend of certain ancient and arcane thaumaturgy, to draw a lost loved one to oneself. It wasn’t exactly finding someone; it was more like having someone seek and find you.

Maude never indicated if she had ever used such a spell; but, it was clear that she at least prepared one, a blended spell of sorts, or rather an incantation apparently set to some music. Perhaps it was meant to be sung, maybe even accompanied by musical instruments; the method of its casting was not clear. Unfortunately, the journal held no more related information, no written lyrics or melodic notations.

Ellen stared again into the empty fireplace, her mind mulling over what she had just read. Something tugged at her memories—something about music.

No—not just music . . . sheet music? Yes, handwritten sheet music, when I found the journal and the spectacles, in the trunk, in the attic!

She wasted no time in making her way to the attic, hardly giving the darkened attic stairwell or creepy cobwebs a second thought. She found the trunk easily enough, but it was locked. She’d forgotten that she’d locked the clasp. The key was on the ring with the house keys—either in her room, or possibly in the kitchen.

Sighing, she rose and trooped down the attic stairs to retrieve the key. 

As she reached the second-floor landing, Max and Sophie shot past her, growling ominously as they raced down the wide staircase. She followed and found them silently staring at the front door.

Ellen sensed a transit globe forming outside on the front lawn. Her first thought was that Mark was returning—but then, why had the dogs growled?

She opened the front door and stepped out onto the porch. The dogs took up positions on either side of her. Somehow, Smokey was already there, staring balefully into the night.

In the middle of the lawn, a dark transit globe had fully formed. The atmosphere in the immediate vicinity of its event horizon crackled with small reddish sparks, as if the power forming the sphere was somehow corrupted—and barely contained.

A slender woman, sheathed in a formfitting yet elegant red and black iridescent gown, with one arm in a delicate sling, stepped forth.

Queen Mab!

Max leaned against Ellen’s leg; she could feel the vibrations of his nearly inaudible low growl ratchet up incrementally. He had conveyed his feelings quite effectively. Sophie leaned slightly forward, lowered her head, and fixed her stare on this unexpected interloper, the Queen of Dark Elves.

Mab stopped several paces from the front porch steps, almost as if she was reluctant to come any closer to the house. Ellen barely had time to wonder if the wards were responsible before Mab spoke.

“Ah, Lady Ellen. Forgive my unannounced arrival, but it is imperative that I seek you out. We may be of help to each other.”

“Indeed, Your Majesty? How so?”

“Firstly, I must apologize for, um, being something less than gracious earlier this evening. My dear consort, Padraic, told me of how you and your escort rendered aid when I was attacked by those foully bespelled guards. You must understand, I was severely injured—not quite myself.” 

Her tone was conciliatory, but nonetheless lightly tainted with a hint of condescension.

“As you know, I—oh, and the Council, of course—now seek this disloyal human, George Papadolis. I am told that you seek him, as well. I understand that he kidnapped your mother—and holds her still!” 

Mab paused to adjust her sling, wincing with somewhat exaggerated gestures of frailty.

Ellen noticed that any mention of Stacy was conspicuously absent. Nor did she miss the overly dramatic display with the sling. She remained stoically unmoved by such petty theatrics.

“Please, Your Majesty, continue—if your wounds will permit, of course.”

For an instant, something flared in Mab’s eyes and was quickly gone.

Ellen’s expression betrayed nothing.

“I shall manage,” Mab muttered, soldiering on. 

Ellen bit her tongue, stifling a rising retort, as the elfin queen continued.

“Now, more to the point, no one can find this man, or his victim, because he moves among realms, specifically between Were, Shadow, and an unknown realm in the wild. I can arrange for my warrior-elves to search for him within the realms of Were and Shadow, for both are of the Unseelie Court. But to access this unsavory realm in the wild, I will need your help.”

“How could I possibly be of any help, um, Your Majesty?” Ellen asked, genuinely curious.

“Why, to open a portal to this untamed realm in the wild, of course,” Mab explained. “My elves will scour that place to find both this treacherous human, and your mother. But, be warned! Time is of the essence—we must do this right away! Otherwise, there is no assurance that your mother will survive the night.”

Ellen was surprised—no, stunned. Was this true? Could it be this simple? But how could she possibly trust this woman, this Dark Elf? This was Diere—the woman likely responsible for attempts upon her life—notwithstanding that she now called herself Mab. And if Papa George was behind the kidnapping of her mother and Stacy, how could Ellen know that Mab wasn’t behind that? After all, she’d been warned that Mab did not want her to appear at the Council meeting; in fact, Mark speculated that Ellen had been the intended target of the kidnapping all along.

On the other hand, it certainly appeared that Papa George had turned on Mab. There was no mistaking that he had escaped, leaving behind the two ensorcelled guards who had definitely tried to kill her. Why wouldn’t Mab want to find George and loose her vengeful wrath upon him? How could she not? It would certainly be in character; at least, that much seemed true.

“I still do not see why you need my help, Majesty. You seem to be quite capable of crafting transit spells. Why don’t you open this portal into this wild realm?”

The surprise was plain on the queen’s face.

“You really do not know?” Mab asked. “No, I can see that you do not. You still have much to learn about your Stewardship, do you not?”

“It appears that I do, Majesty. Would you care to enlighten me?” Ellen responded evenly.

“Ah, of course. Those with the necessary skills can transit between realms provided they have been there before, or are taken there by one who has previously been there. Thereafter, they can do so on their own initiative.”

Mab gestured an open palm toward Ellen. “Only a Steward, such as yourself, can open a portal and transit to a realm they have not visited before—provided, of course, some idea of its location is known.

“While there were, at one time, several Stewards among the realms, there are no more—save one. You are the only Steward among the known realms. Now, do you see why I want your help?”

Ellen had the distinct sense that she was missing something; there was more to Mab’s request than she was being told. Surely, Mab had some hidden agenda. Ellen was disinclined to cooperate, just on general principles; but, she had to be careful. Mab was a formidable entity and would be a dangerous enemy in an open confrontation.

“I understand,” Ellen began carefully, “but I believe you said that George still holds my mother—is that correct? And just how would you know this . . . Your Majesty?”

Ellen sensed Mab’s temper flare at such perceived impertinence; and yet, the queen replied evenly, a chill frosting her words.

“A queen has resources available to her that others do not. Let me be clear, Ellen, I will find this pestilent human, no matter the realms in which he may try to hide. When I do, I will not be having a civil conversation with him.”

Leaning forward intently, Mab pointed a manicured finger at her and seethed, “Understand this, Ellen—what happens to your mother is not my concern. But, if you do as I ask, she may well be restored to you. However, if you do not—it is likely that you will never see her again.”

Shocked at the clearly implied threat, Ellen felt her ire rising, her jaw tightening; but, she maintained her silence as the queen continued.

“There is no more time! I will have your answer,” Mab insisted. “Come with me now, and let us try to save your mother. Or deny me, and know that her doom is upon your head—she may be lost to you forever!”

Torn and distrusting, but well aware that doing nothing was not an option, Ellen reined in her building rage and resentment. 

“Very well, I will come with you, and do as you ask, for my mother—not for you.”

––––––––
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MARK STRETCHED OUT a hand and touched Selene’s shoulder as he followed her through the warren of hidden passages within the walls of the Council of Realms facility.

“Selene, I am very grateful for your help. I seriously doubt that I could have found my way to Elsbeth again—certainly not through these lonely corridors.”

Without slowing her pace, the undine answered, “Oh, I think you could have found her, m’lord. However, you would have had to use the common public hallways, seeking directions and asking questions; that would not do. Tis far better that none know that you are personally acquainted with Elsbeth. After this meeting you two can work out your own clandestine communications procedures.”

“An excellent suggestion,” Mark agreed. “I completely understand the need for discretion. And now that Madam Moya has opened the Enclave of the Realm of Man for my use whenever I’m here, perhaps there is some aspect thereof that might facilitate such discreet communications? I can see that I’ll have some exploring to do in my spare time.”

“I would be happy to be of assistance in that regard, m’lord. You need only ask,” Selene assured him.

“Thank you, Selene, I may just do that.”

––––––––
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DEEP WITHIN THE CRAMPED storage area below the Council Library, they found the aged brownie, Elsbeth, at her diminutive desk. The unofficial archivist was sipping tea from a delicate hand-painted porcelain teacup. Mark could see that there had been some changes to the towering mounds of ephemera since his last visit. Teetering stacks of old files had been pushed aside to create a modest space where a pair of simple wooden chairs now faced the brownie’s small desk. 

Elsbeth smiled at her visitors and gestured to the vacant seats.

“Welcome, Lord Mark, and congratulations on your election to the Chair of Man. You see, I have had so many visitors of late that I brought out some chairs. Please, be seated.”

Amused, Selene added in clarification, “Lady Ellen and her escort were the only other visitors, of course; but, within these lonely stacks, that is considered quite a crowd. Right, Elsbeth?”

The wizened brownie smiled. “True, but warm and welcome company, nonetheless. Would either of you care for tea?”

Selene accepted; Mark declined.

Getting right to business, Mark explained the purpose of his visit, and waited patiently as Elsbeth sorted through a series of piles of papers on her desk. 

For a moment she seemed lost in thought, but then she looked into his eyes and spoke clearly and with conviction.

“This human, George Papadolis, was not alone; he was aided in his escape by another. My sources heard a name, Daegon, one that appears only once in our records. He was listed as an alchemist in the service of the late Queen Mab LIV of the Dark Elves. Like most of her household and staff, he was thought to have perished with her; but it now appears that he survived. We have no information in regard to his magical skills; alchemy is considered a lesser, more pedestrian pursuit. We have no way of knowing if he was responsible for this act of necromancy, or if George Papadolis was, for that matter. However, the implication is obvious.”

Mark nodded in agreement. “Since there’s no evidence one way or the other, I seriously doubt that George has any skill with necromancy. Ergo, I would suspect this Daegon—Occam’s razor.”

“Ah, the simplest solution based on available facts,” observed Elsbeth, smiling once again. “I can see that you and I will no doubt have many enlightening and stimulating conversations. But, let us get back to the questions at hand.

“You did raise one other issue, the room in which Lady Ellen and her escort sought refuge during the chaotic rescue of Queen Mab and her consort, the room that does not seem to exist.”

“Yes,” Mark conceded, “that seems to be the case. I can offer no rational explanation.”

Selene interrupted and admitted, “I know of many passages and hidden rooms, but not the one described.”

The brownie said thoughtfully, “As do I, Selene, but that room is unknown to me as well.”

The undine shrugged and opened her palms. “Few know as much as you do about this place; none know more, save perhaps Obe—”

Elsbeth glared at Selene. 

“Who?” interrupted Mark.

“No one!” Elsbeth waved a tiny hand in dismissal. “Ah, someone thought long dead. The point is that as far as I know no one living knows the full extent of the secrets held within the walls of this facility, nor how to access them. Commonly rational explanations may not apply. It may be that Lady Ellen has some sort of special aptitude or affinity for such mysteries; I know that her predecessor, Maude, certainly did. I wish I could be of more help, but I fear I can shed no more light on the subject, at least not at this time.”

“I see, thank you,” said Mark. “I am grateful for your efforts. May I ask, has any new information regarding the kidnapping of the Steward’s mother, Millie, and close friend, Stacy, come to your attention?”

“Yes, so it would seem,” Elsbeth said somewhat cryptically. “There is someone with whom you need to speak. If you will indulge me for a moment.”

Elsbeth gestured to Selene, who disappeared behind a towering stack of boxed books. Moments later, she returned, but not alone; someone followed her.

Padraic!

Mark came to his feet as the brownie said laconically, “I believe you gentlemen may know of each other but have not yet formally met. May I present Lord Padraic, Consort to the Queen of Dark Elves.”

Mark bowed, but remained silent. What is this? Why is he here?

Padraic bowed briefly to Elsbeth and smiled at Mark.

“M’lord Mark, I apologize for not arranging a proper introduction sooner, although we have briefly spoken under more difficult circumstances. But I do know quite well who you are. I could not be more pleased to meet you.”

Elsbeth gestured. “Selene, would you please see to it that we are not interrupted, or overheard?”

The undine grinned and slipped away.

Mark became aware of a noticeable increase in pressure in his ears, as if they had descended several fathoms beneath the surface of the sea.

The brownie raised her index finger. “We may now speak freely. We are within a very special, invisible, yet sound-impervious bubble of water vapor. You may have noticed its pressure. We will not be overheard. 

“M’lord Padraic, if you would care to proceed?”

“Thank you, Elsbeth. We have very little time, so I shall be brief. I have reason to believe that Queen Mab is behind the kidnapping of Ellen Doyle’s mother, Millie, and friend, Stacy. I believe that George Papadolis was merely her tool.”

“We suspected as much,” confirmed Mark, “but where are they now? Does George have them?”

Padraic shook his head, “I think not. Diere—excuse me, Queen Mab—is convinced that George has betrayed her, or will. She will no doubt slay him outright as soon as she can find him. No, I think she has them; and more importantly, I believe I know where.”

“What—where?”  Mark demanded.

“One moment.” Padraic fumbled in his pocket and produced a topaz ring. Holding it on his flattened palm, he explained. “This bauble belongs to her, this new Queen Mab. It is capable of holding an enchantment, now nearly spent. I have seen it before—I have used it before. I now know that George used it, at her direction, in the course of the kidnapping.

“Containing the proper spell, it could transit one to a small and solitary place of darkness with few sources of light—a realm unto itself, unlike any other—a special, private place of hers. I know it well; I have been there, but only at her invitation. It is there that I believe we will find Millie and Stacy. The remnant of the spell within this gem could lead us there. I would perform this task myself, if I could, but I cannot. I need Ellen—I need her help, as the Steward.”

“Ellen?” Mark echoed, his surprise plain, but his mind seeing the essential logic almost immediately.

Padraic merely smiled and nodded.

“May I?” Mark asked as he reached for the ring.

Holding it up, Mark thought it looked a bit dull, not at all what he expected. He was growing more skeptical by the minute; he felt his innate cynicism rise to the fore.

“Lord Padraic, with all due respect, this ring seems to be nothing special, and hardly constitutes proof—”

“Lord Mark,” interrupted  Elsbeth, “I can assure you that this stone was once among a dragon’s hoard and is quite capable of holding a transit spell—although even I can see that only a trace of the sorcery remains. These are rare gems indeed, and only a few are known among the Council Realms. This topaz has long been in the Lady Diere’s possession. And notwithstanding that she is now known as Queen Mab, the ring is still considered to be her property.”

Mark considered the two earnest people before him. He allowed his newly enhanced perception to passively wash over them; he sensed no intentions to deceive.

“Very well,” he conceded, handing the ring back to Padraic. “I’ll accept that premise. But, here is the real question; Lord Padraic, why are you telling me this? Are you not consort to Queen Mab? Have you not sworn fealty? Are you not expected to protect her interests? Why should I believe you? And most important—why should I trust you?”

The air was dead still; the silence deafening.

Elsbeth and Padraic looked at one another, and sighed together.

At a resigned nod from Elsbeth, Padraic spoke wearily.

“Mark, what I am about to tell you will be for your ears only! You may speak of this to no soul without my expressed permission—more than lives may hang in the balance. I will have your oath on it.”

Mark agreed, and swore the oath as instructed, with Elsbeth as witness.

Padraic spoke softly, yet his words were clear and articulate. 

“Mark, it is true that I am now consort to Queen Mab, but I have never sworn fealty to any court or  anyone—especially not her! I am sincere in my efforts to protect as many beings as I can—further details of which you do not need to know. You should believe me—and trust me—when I tell you that I will never allow any harm to come to Ellen, for she is my daughter . . .”

Padraic continued to speak, but Mark couldn’t hear him. His mind reeled, his ears full of white noise; the world seemed to tilt over on its axis.

“Mark? Mark, are you all right?” Elsbeth hissed in alarm.

Daughter? Padraic is Ellen’s father?

“I apologize, Mark,” Padraic soothed. “I did not mean to shock you; but, it is the truth. I am her father. However, she does not know it—and that may be for the best.”

Mark was speechless, as Padraic continued.

“As you may have surmised, I am no stranger to the Realm of Man. I visited there often, although I confess that I have not been back for some time.”

“You are . . . Patrick Doyle?” ventured Mark.

“That is one of the names I have used.”

“But you and Millie were legally married! Millie has the marriage certificate!”

Padraic had the grace to appear slightly uncomfortable as he responded, “Um, yes, I understand that is true.”

“So,” mused Mark aloud, considerably more confident now that he was delving into matters of a legal nature, “absent a divorce decree issued by a court of record, you are in fact still legally married to Millie—my  aunt. And that, in turn, means that you are my uncle!”

Now it was Padraic’s turn to wear a shocked expression—much to Elsbeth’s delight.

“Ha-ha,” she cackled. “I bet you did not see that one coming, you old rogue!”

Padraic was appropriately chagrined. He could only smile, hang his head sheepishly, and mumble, “Oh, ye gods. Yes, I suppose so.”

“Well, now that we’ve established that this is a family matter,” Mark cajoled, “what are we going to do about rescuing Millie, your wife, and Stacy, my girlfriend?”

“Oh, this gets more interesting by the minute,” observed the amused brownie merrily clapping her tiny hands.

“Stacy is your girlfriend?” Padraic repeated, as Mark grinned widely and nodded affirmatively.

Arching his eyebrows, and tongue firmly in cheek, Padraic declared, “Well, that changes everything—now they both must be rescued!”

Mark had a moment of stunned confusion, but Padraic’s wry smile and quick wink showed that he was not without a sense of humor.

However, Padraic’s tone turned serious.

“But you must understand that we need Ellen to rescue them. Only she can craft a transit spell, making use of the remnant energy in this topaz to trace the location of this isolated and very special realm.”

“But are you certain,” Mark asked, “that Millie and Stacy are actually there?”

“Not completely,” Padraic admitted, “but it feels right.”

His mind racing to formulate a plan, Mark considered the possibility that Padraic’s instincts were wrong. But could they afford not to investigate further?

“It seems we’ve no choice but to check it out. I’ll have to get to Ellen; she’s back at Delafaire Farm. Can you come as well, Padraic? Or will you be missed? By the way, where is Queen Mab?”

“I know not.” Padraic shrugged. “She transited away hours ago. She hardly ever tells me where she goes, unless it is in her interest to do so. However, I will not likely be missed. She expects me to return to the Realm of Dark Elves and wait for her. We can go. But, one last thing . . .”

“Yes?”

“It is true that I am Ellen’s father; but this is my truth to tell her—not yours. Only I shall be the one to share this with her, at the moment of my choosing. Remember your oath. Do we have an understanding?”

“We do,” Mark replied smiling, barely resisting the temptation to add, we do indeed, uncle.

Elsbeth murmured a charm and Selene reappeared as the sense of increased pressure diminished. Selene wore an expression of worried concern that caught Elsbeth’s attention immediately.

“Selene, what is it? What is wrong?”

Padraic and Mark stood in alarm. Padraic took Selene’s arm in support. Mark scanned the area behind her; she had returned alone.

“Messages came while you were in closed conference,” Selene replied. “Unconfirmed intelligence reports from certain sources indicate that warriors in the realms of Shadow and Were are quietly gathering in large numbers.”

Elsbeth gestured for Selene to be seated. Padraic eased her into a chair that Mark held for her.

The undine took a deep breath, her eyes wide with concern.

“There have been several such reports tonight, admittedly vague; but something is assuredly happening. As you know, Shadow and Were have had strong disagreements often escalating to internecine skirmishes in the past. The Dark Elves have frequently been compelled to intervene in an effort to maintain the apparent solidarity of the Unseelie Court. But this time, it does not appear that Shadow and Were are targeting each other. Equally disturbing, the Dark Elves remain quiescent, doing nothing! None of the other Council Realms appear to be involved; our sources at the Seelie Court were unaware as well. Alas, that is all we know for the moment.”

“So,” mused Elsbeth aloud, her brows drawn in concern, “the Seelie Court, to include the realms of Light Elves, Dwarves, and Mer are neither involved nor aware. The Unseelie Court does not appear to be taking an active role, despite the activities of two of its member realms, Shadow and Were. And yet the leadership of the Unseelie Court, and the Dark Elves, have done nothing?” 

Selene nodded. “Exactly.”

Elsbeth, seemingly lost in a moment of quiet reflection, shook her head and whispered, “This does not bode well, indeed.”

Padraic and Selene exchanged anxious glances in the heavy silence.

Elsbeth flattened her tiny hands upon the surface of the desk, looked up with piercingly clear eyes, and spoke in grim determination. “Nonetheless, we all have important tasks to perform. Let us be about our business this night. I wish you all fair winds and good fortune—be well, and wary.”
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MARK STARTED UP THE steps of the front porch, but suddenly stopped as Padraic called out.

“Mark? If you please . . .” 

Padraic had not followed. He was standing still in the moonlit front yard of Delafaire Farm.

“What’s the matter? Come on,” Mark pressed. “There are some lights on; Ellen must still be up.”

“I cannot, Mark. I must be invited—the wards, you know.” Padraic shrugged with open palms.

“Oh, that’s no problem. I hereby invite you.”

Padraic smiled and shook his head. “Regrettably, my young friend, the invitation must come from the Steward.”

“But I am half owner of this house,” Mark insisted. “My invitation should suffice!”

“Perhaps, but only the Steward can grant me passage through the protective wards. You will have to ask Ellen to do so. There is really no other way. Please, Mark, I will wait here.”

“All right,” Mark conceded. “Give me a minute; I’ll be right back.”

Padraic nodded in acknowledgment and spent the next few moments looking around. 

It had been over a quarter century since he had last seen Domaine Delafaire. Now, silvered in the pale moonlight, it appeared no different, an argent reflection of the suspended past.

His last visit had not been particularly pleasant; Maude had been displeased with him. He had been about to leave this realm, which meant he was leaving Millie—for how long, he did not really know. 

Of course, he had no idea at the time that Millie was pregnant. He wondered now if that would have really made a difference. Fairies are not burdened by much of a conscience, of course, but he was truly fond of Millie. Had he known, would he have stayed? In all honesty, it was not likely. Maude had never approved of the match in the first place, probably because she knew he would inevitably leave; and she too, was quite fond of Millie. 

To his mind, it was as if Maude felt that Padraic did not deserve Millie—a proposition that he could never comprehend, at least not then.
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SITTING AT THE PIANO with Smokey in her lap, Ellen stared at a sheet of handwritten music. So intently focused was she that she hadn’t noticed the arrival of a transit globe and was surprised when Mark spoke her name.

“Ellen, I’m home. Oh, I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“Oh Mark! I’m so glad you’re back! Is everything all right—is there any news?”

“There may be. I met with Elsbeth. Wait a sec—are  you all right? You look a bit pale.”

“I’m not really sure . . . Queen Mab was here, and—”

“What? Mab was here?” he interrupted, an incredulous expression on his face.

“Yes, there’s more. I think she threatened my mom—” 

“Hold on,” he interjected urgently. “Listen, I’m not alone. Someone you really need to talk with—about Aunt Millie and Stacy—is here. He’s waiting outside. You have to invite him in, because of the wards and all. Trust me on this Ellen, please!”

“But, who?” she asked.

“Padraic.”

“Padraic is here? He’s waiting outside? But why?”

“He thinks he knows where your mom and Stacy are—but he needs your help to rescue them. Please, invite him in and hear him out.”

She gently spilled Smokey from her lap as she rose, and went to the front door with the cat trotting at her heels.

She was a bit confused and concerned. Padraic was the Dark Elf Queen’s consort. Did he bring some message from Mab? Could Ellen even trust him—she certainly didn’t trust Mab—but what about him? Well, she could at least listen to what he had to say; where was the harm in that?

Ellen found that Max and Sophie were already on the front porch, calmly staring into the night. When she joined them, she saw Padraic standing in the yard.

“Lord Padraic,” she said, “I welcome you to my home. Please, come in.”

He ascended the porch steps and nodded to the dogs.

“Thank you, Lady Ellen. We have much to discuss.”

“This way,” she said, leading him into the house and returning to the ballroom. Smokey and the dogs silently followed.

She sat at the piano, turned and asked, “I must know; did Queen Mab send you, have you any message from her?”

“Queen Mab?” Padraic responded, clearly puzzled. “She knows nothing of my visit here—nor should she—”

“But she was here,” Mark warned. “Ellen told me.”

Padraic was alarmed, and made no effort to hide it.

“Please, m’lady, tell me of this—it could be of vital importance!”

Without quite knowing why, Ellen felt that it was vitally important that she share the circumstances of Mab’s visit with Padraic, and of course Mark. Perhaps it was in part because the pets were so calm, so accepting of Padraic, that she relaxed as well. 

So, in patient detail, she explained how Mab had insisted she needed Ellen’s help in opening portals in Shadow and Were to a realm in the wild to facilitate the queen’s search for George Papadolis, who had betrayed the queen’s trust. Mab intimated that he had also kidnapped her mother. Only Ellen could open the portals to the realm in the wild where Mab suspected George was hiding.

Clearly finding her missing mother, Millie, was not Mab’s priority. At best it was a coincidental benefit—but it was nonetheless offered, something Ellen could not ignore. So, she complied and did as Mab requested.  

Ellen could see that her account left both men wide-eyed and somewhat stunned. She felt a bit self-conscious and hurried through her conclusion.

“And then she told me to transit home, and to stay here until I heard otherwise from her. To be honest, when I left Shadow and returned here, I was pretty well convinced that Mab had more or less lied—and used me. Now I don’t know what to do. I’ve been thinking about trying to go back and closing those portals, but Mab had virtually threatened that I’d never see my mother again if I did not cooperate. 

“Then I remembered this spell.” Ellen picked up the page of sheet music. “Maude evidently crafted to find a loved one.”

Padraic reached out. “Indeed, m’lady? May I see that?”

As Padraic examined the document, Mark anxiously queried Ellen.

“Now from what you’ve told us, do I understand correctly that Mab only mentioned your mother? She never said anything about Stacy?”

“No, she never did,” Ellen confirmed, but then, as Mark’s face fell, she quickly added, “But listen, I can sense that they are still together. I think that Mab just doesn’t know who Stacy is, doesn’t consider her important, you know what I mean?”

“Yeah . . . You’re probably right,” agreed Mark uneasily, yet still obviously hopeful.

“Uh, m’lady, this enchantment,” began Padraic, waving the sheet music before her, “would be of little use in finding your mother. You are correct in that Maude crafted the spell; but, it is intended to draw a lost love of hers back to her. And there is a catch; he would be so drawn whether it was his will or not. It would be a compulsion he could not resist—coercion, actually. I think that is probably why Maude never used this spell; to coerce a lover is to doom the relationship.”

“So,” Mark speculated, “she never used it. As it is, this spell is too narrow and specific to be of any use to us in our present circumstances. Can it be altered in some way to work for us?”

“No,” Padraic assured him. “It is generally very foolish to tamper with a spell cast by another. Unintended consequences are almost always the result; some can be quite severe. In any case, we may not need this enchantment. But first, I have some questions about Lady Ellen’s account of her travels with Queen Mab.”

“What questions?” she asked, shunting aside her disappointment with Maude’s spell.

“M’lady, did you recognize this realm in the wild, or anything about it? Had you ever been there before?”

“No, I don’t think so,” she answered. “I know I hadn’t been to Were before. When we transited from Were to this wild realm, Mab had a sort of tracing spell—or so she called it—to guide me in calling forth the transit globe. We arrived in a rural wooded area, and then walked for at least half a mile before transiting from there to Shadow. Mab was adamant that both portals be left open. But to answer your question, I recognized nothing familiar in the wild realm; although, I thought I saw something through the trees, something reflected in the moonlight. It looked kind of like a tall skinny windmill with long thin arms. But I could be mistaken, and I only caught a glimpse of it as we were walking.”

“A tall skinny windmill?” Padraic repeated, his concern growing.

“Well, I thought so . . . Does that mean anything?”

“It might,” he admitted, “it might very well, indeed. M’lady, you must indulge me; I must go and check on something. I promise to return promptly—with a full explanation.”

Mark put a hand on Padraic’s arm, saying, “Now, hold on a minute! You’ve got to tell Ellen about her mother and Stacy.”

Padraic paused, dug in his pocket and produced the topaz ring. 

“Here, Mark, take the ring. Please explain its significance to Ellen while I am gone. I shall be back as soon as I can. Much may be at stake and time is of the essence!”

He strode from the house without another word.

This time, Ellen easily sensed the formation of a transit globe on the front lawn. Then it and Padraic were gone.

“Mark, what is going on? What is that ring? Is it supposed to help us find my mother and Stacy?”

“Well, yes, I think so—with your help, that is, if I understand all this correctly,” Mark responded wearily. “Let’s go in the kitchen and put a pot of coffee on. I think we’re going to be up for a little while.”
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AS SOON AS HE ARRIVED in Storm Haven, Padraic was ushered into the Guildmaster’s office by the senior mage, Gallenius. An air of tension stressed the mood of the hurried meeting.

“Ah, it is good to see you, old friend,” said the Guildmaster somberly, seated at his desk. “Nonetheless, it seems that dark deeds are afoot this night. You know of the mustering of troops in the realms of Were and Shadow?”

“Troops? Hmm, I do,” said Padraic, “and I now suspect that Storm Haven is their intended target.”

“What?” exclaimed Gallenius, clearly shocked at the notion. “What are you talking about? Do they not prepare to fight each other?”

“Despite appearances—and our usual expectations—it would not seem so,” cautioned Padraic.

The Guildmaster leaned forward across his desk. “That would help to explain why the Dark Elves have apparently done nothing to stop this mobilization. But tell me, Padraic, why do you say that Storm Haven is their target? They should not even know of our existence. And, our defenses should be more than adequate to repel any assault upon our entry portal.”

“True, the entry portal is not vulnerable,” Padraic agreed. “Please, bear with me, for this is hard news to convey.”

“What news?” insisted Gallenius impatiently.

“I suspect your defenses have already been breached by Queen Mab—through betrayal, treachery, and manipulation. And sadly, the new Steward, unknowingly duped, was the means. Let me explain,” Padraic said resignedly.

He spoke quickly, and in depth. Gallenius and the Guildmaster listened in shocked silence. There was a long moment of introspection before anyone spoke. Padraic grew anxious in anticipation of their reactions.

The Guildmaster leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers, while Gallenius began to pace worriedly back and forth.

“So, Queen Mab, the former Lady Diere, has secretly orchestrated this entire invasion, and leaves the actual assault to Were and Shadow,” synopsized the Guildmaster. “And by holding the Dark Elves back, that gives her plausible deniability with the Council. It would seem she is far shrewder than I gave her credit.”

“Politics aside,” interjected Gallenius, who halted his pacing and stabbed a finger at Padraic. “Exactly where are these new entry portals, these posterns the Steward so easily opened, despite our precautionary wards?”

Padraic fixed Gallenius with an ominous stare. “It is my understanding that the portals are somewhere in a rural and moderately wooded area, in the vicinity of a windmill. And they are relatively close to each other, probably within half an hour’s walk.”

Stepping into Gallenius’ personal space, Padraic stood nose to nose with the mage and said evenly, “And for the record, Gallenius, the Steward did not know that she had compromised the security of Storm Haven—she still does not know. She was tricked and coerced—her mother’s life was threatened! If you must take umbrage with someone, take it with Mab!”

Gallenius bristled, and would have responded but for the Guildmaster’s interruption.

“That is quite enough, gentlemen. Let us now do what we can to ameliorate this crisis. Gallenius, send out our scouts and spies to locate these portals, and observe what our enemies may be up to. Can  the College of Mages close these portals?”

Gallenius stepped away from Padraic and straightened his robes before responding. 

“Well, as you know, Guildmaster, the combined strength of the faculty and the senior students may be quite formidable in a concerted effort; however, you know how strong a portal opened by a Steward can be. Clearly, she has already defeated most of our protective wards—unknowingly or not.” 

He gave Padraic a scowling side-glance, and continued.

“It pains me to admit that it is not likely that we would be successful in closing these portals. There may be some containment spells we can employ against those who might come through, but even those considerable sorceries would be but temporary impediments.”

“I see. Padraic, can the Steward close these portals?”

“I do not know, but I suspect so,” he mused and added, “I know she entertains the notion herself, but is concerned Mab would harm her mother, as she has threatened, should Ellen attempt such closures.”

“Then if her mother were not in jeopardy, she would attempt to do so, do you think?”

“Lest we forget, the Lady Stacy, the Steward’s closest friend, is also being held,” Padraic reminded them. “But I agree. Rescue her mother and Stacy from Mab’s grasp, and the Steward would do everything in her power to protect Storm Haven—of that, I am certain.”

The Guildmaster slammed a fist into his palm in determination. “Then a rescue it is! Now, what can we do to help? We have had our people looking for them—so far, to no avail. Have we any new information, any fresh ideas as to where they are being held?”

Padraic smiled for the first time during this strained meeting.

“It may be that we do; but such information must be closely kept. It would not do for Diere—Queen Mab—to discover that we have penetrated one of her darkest secrets.  And, I have a plan . . . ”
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THE DOGS ALERTED ELLEN and Mark that Padraic had returned before he could even approach the front porch of the main house of Delafaire Farm. As Padraic paused before ascending the porch steps, Ellen swung the door open and invited him to enter.

Ellen ushered their visitor through the house and into the kitchen.

“Well. what news, Padraic?” Mark demanded.

“Regrettably, the portals Ellen opened from Were and Shadow go into a rural area of Storm Haven, and effectively bypass that realm’s defenses and wards.”

“Storm Haven?” Ellen cried in anguish. “Oh no—not Storm Haven! What have I done? I had no idea! What does this mean?”

Mark put his arm around her shoulders. “Come on, El’, calm down. Padraic?”

“Please,” Padraic soothed, his palms open. “Try to understand. We know that you were tricked and coerced—you are not to blame. We believe that Queen Mab is behind all of this—and more.”

“We?” asked Ellen.

“I have just come from a visit with the Guildmaster—Storm Haven has been warned. They will prepare to meet any threat; obviously, an invasion by Were and Shadow is expected. It is imperative that you close these portals.”

“But—” Ellen began.

Padraic cut her off, clasping her hands in his own. “I know you fear for the hostages—your mother and your friend. Make no mistake, they are indeed hostages. So, we must rescue them first—this we understand. But once they are out of harm’s way, you must close those portals.”

“But what will Storm Haven do,” Mark pressed, “I mean, until Ellen can close the portals?”

“Defend themselves, of course, as best they can,” Padraic answered, releasing Ellen’s hands. “We have no time to lose. We must rescue the hostages as soon as possible. Are you ready?”

Ellen shrugged off Mark’s arm, and balled her fists. “I am!”

“Mark, I assume you have explained the significance of the topaz ring and the trace of the spell still held within?”

“I have,” Mark confirmed, “but I couldn’t explain how we’re supposed to do this.”

Padraic smiled and said, “A simple task, much like what Ellen has already done in using Queen Mab’s tracing spell as a guide in calling forth a transit globe. Ellen, do you understand?”

“Yes, I think so. I focus on the remnant energy held in the gem as I cast a transit globe, right?”

Mark gaped. “I get it! It’s like a GPS locator with the trace of an address in it—that’s cool!”

Padraic nodded quizzically, his smile fading. With a resigned sigh, he raised a cautionary finger.

“I must warn you—I said it was a simple task, but it is not without risk or considerable potential danger. This feat can only be accomplished by the most advanced adepts, learned mages of great standing, and of course, a Steward.

“It is possible that Mab has laid wards and traps to frustrate any such attempt to access this special place of hers. You must be of clear intention and free from any distraction. Maintain your focus on the task at hand at all times, lest we both lose our way in the void.”

“Excuse me,” Mark interjected, “both of you? For your information, I’m going with you.”

Padraic started to object, but Ellen forestalled him. 

“Padraic, don’t bother; you won’t win an argument with Mark,” she warned, with a tired smile. “He’s a lawyer; he’ll debate you forever—we don’t have forever. Besides, there’s no way you’re going to keep him from Stacy.”

“That’s the truth,” Mark insisted. “So, let’s move on. What can we expect in this special place of Mab’s?”

Padraic shrugged in resignation. “Very well. We can expect darkness, and typically a solitary cone of light. That is where I believe we will find the hostages.”

“Darkness, huh?” Mark grinned. “I’ll be right back.”

He returned to the kitchen in a rush, carrying a pair of flashlights and a larger floodlight with a six volt battery pack.

“I learned a little something on our last trip through another realm,” he asserted as he handed Ellen and Padraic the flashlights. “One can’t have enough light.”

Ellen was more than ready. “Let’s go out front; and then show me what to do.”
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STANDING TOGETHER ON the moonlit front lawn, Ellen held the topaz ring in her cupped palms, closed her eyes, and let her awareness seep into the heart of the stone. With very little effort, she found the remnant of the unused portion of the spell; its energy was slowly dissipating, trickling away at a snail’s pace into the metaphysical ether. She didn’t draw upon or interfere with its lingering energy; she merely used it as a locus for crafting the transit globe in her mind. She imagined the globe growing more substantial, and large enough for several people to use simultaneously.

“El’, it worked,” whispered Mark. “Open your eyes.”

The large obsidian ball appeared to float upon the grass. It seemed to comprise the very essence of primeval darkness.

“Why is it so dark?” she asked, as she returned the ring to Padraic.

“It reflects our destination. You have done well, Ellen,” Padraic offered in praise. “We must be in contact with one another as we enter the sphere together. No matter what you may sense when we arrive; disorientation, falling, or severe cold—do not let go, for it will only be an illusion. It will not last for long.”

Ellen set her jaw. “Let’s do this.”

Holding hands, they stepped into the black sphere. There was an instant of severe cold followed by a wave of nausea and disorientation. Having been forewarned, they grasped each other’s hands more tightly.

As Padraic had predicted, the discomfort did not persist, but the utter darkness did. 

“Ellen, are we clear of the globe? Can you close the portal?” he asked.

“Yeah, we’re clear . . . and the portal is now closed,” she replied. “Is everyone okay?”

“I can’t see a thing,” murmured Mark, shuffling his feet, “but the floor feels flat and a little uneven.”

“It is smoothed stone,” offered Padraic, “but from where quarried, I know not. Now, be still and listen.”

They heard nothing, not even the stir of echoes. The stygian dark did not abate. But for their contact with one another, each would have been lost in an unimaginable void.

“I’m going to try the floodlight,” announced Mark, “you both watch your eyes—”

“No—wait!” Ellen warned. “I don’t think that’s a good idea; you’ll just give away our position. Let me try something.”

“Oh, yeah, I get it,” Mark replied. “Do your thing.”

She let her awareness expand around them, searching outward like ripples in a pond. At first there was nothing; then she sensed something small that skittered away from the touch of her mind. She became aware of something else, several larger entities that also reacted to her probe—but these did not flee. She sensed curiosity and growing interest.

“We are not alone!” Ellen whispered. “Something in the dark knows we are here—more than just one thing!”

“Does anything approach?” Padraic asked.

“No, not yet, not that I can sense.”

“What about Stacy and your mom?” Mark hissed impatiently.

“Nothing.”

“They may be bespelled,” Padraic offered. “Try again, but think of a human heartbeat.”

A moment later, she exclaimed, “I have them! They’re close—in this direction.”

Ellen tugged the men forward a few paces, and a dim shape began to form and lighten in the near distance, a barely perceptible cone of pale shadow. It began to lighten further, eventually coalescing into a comparatively bright tapered shaft of illumination that chased the shadows away from two figures lying supine upon the grey stone.

Was that Millie and Stacy?

Rushing forward, Ellen, Mark, and Padraic converged on the cone of light and stepped within its illumination. The cone widened perceptibly as if to accommodate them.

Lingering wisps of grey fog seemed to tug at the two senseless women. Mark and Ellen would have tried to scoop them up, but Padraic suddenly grabbed Ellen’s arm, preventing her from touching her mother.

“Ellen, wait! Mark, do not come in contact with the mist! I know not if it is safe to touch. These dissipating tendrils are remnants of this binding spell; they may yet hold some power. At the very least, it may record a trace of our presence. Give me a moment.”

Standing above the two unconscious figures, Padraic held his open hands over them, palms down. Closing his eyes, he murmured a simple incantation. The thick lingering wisps of fog and mist began to drift straight up, off the recumbent bodies, and vanish overhead. Soon all traces of the binding spell were gone.

The women stirred, and opened their eyes.

Mark had Stacy in an embrace in the next instant.

Ellen helped her mother sit up and hugged her fiercely.

“Oh, Mom,” she moaned, squeezing her eyes shut, “I was so worried.”

“El-Ellen?” Millie mumbled, “Where are we? What happened?”

“Mark, you’re squeezing me too hard!” Stacy strained to say. “Let me breathe! Uh, no, you don’t have to let go. What is going on? Where are we? Why is it so dark?”

Padraic cleared his throat. “We have to go! It would be most unwise to linger here.”

At the sound of his voice, Millie frowned, pulled back from Ellen’s hug, and looked around.

“Patrick?” she asked, breathlessly.

Ellen looked at Millie in complete puzzlement. Holding her mother’s shoulders, she looked from her to Padraic. “Mom? Do you know him? Do you know this man?”

Millie was staring into Padraic’s eyes, a wry smile stealing across her lips.

“Don’t look a bit different . . . all these years,” she murmured to herself.

“Mom?”

Smiling at Ellen, Millie placed her hands on either side of her daughter’s face and took a deep breath. “Why, of course I know him, Ellen dear—he’s your father.”

“What? My father?” Ellen blurted out, stunned beyond comprehension.

“There is not a moment to lose—we have to be away from this place!” warned Padraic, as he reached for Millie. “Can you stand, and walk?”

Mark helped Stacy to her feet—and suddenly froze.

“Listen!” he hissed, tightly gripping Stacy’s hand and fumbling for his floodlight.

Then they all heard it; a shuffling and scraping sound some distance away, but growing perceptibly more distinct, and coming closer.

“On your feet, Millie,” Padraic urged, tugging her to a standing position. He then reached for Ellen, “We have to go—now—and only you can get us out of here! Please!”

Another set of shuffling sounds came from a different direction. These, accompanied by ominously heavy breathing, seemed much closer than the first.

Mark flicked the switch on his floodlight. The wide wash of illumination feebly brightened the nearby bleakness, but dissipated beyond several paces. There it was swallowed by pulsating stygian shadows, as if the very darkness were alive.

As Ellen stood, Padraic forced something into her hand, a soft leather pouch.

“Open it,” he whispered. “Another gem lies within—it, too, holds a small spell. Do as you did before with the topaz; maintain your grasp on the pouch with one hand and on the stone in the other as you cast a transit globe—quickly, now!”

She upended the pouch and a small, bright amethyst tumbled into her open palm. She did as Padraic instructed, and a small sphere winked into existence.

She dimly heard Mark’s shout of surprise and warning as something large and slimy breached the outermost reach of his floodlight’s illumination. A long pair of sucker-studded tentacles probed in a twisting hypnotic dance toward the five companions.

Without conscious thought, Ellen willed the globe to instantly expand and encompass the group. They were transported in that same moment—somewhere else.

––––––––
[image: ]


THEY FOUND THEMSELVES huddled in a moonlit clearing, next to a small stone building.

“Ellen!” cried Padraic urgently. “We are all here! Can you close the portal?”

“Yes,” she gasped, slipping the gem back into its pouch. “It’s done! Where are we?”

From somewhere above her, a somewhat familiar voice announced, “Well done, Padraic. I see you were successful. Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Storm Haven.”

Ellen looked up to see a robed figure standing on the flat roof of the building. Over his shoulder, a narrow wooden tower reached toward the cloudless, star-dappled sky. At its peak, a set of long spindly  wind vanes slowly rotated in the night breeze.

“Aye, Gallenius, but twas a near thing,” Padraic admitted. “Our penetration into Mab’s place tripped certain wards, as I suspected might happen. Some of her guardians almost had us.”

“And the
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