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In speaking of the Merged Worlds it is
necessary to note how historians and theologians have disparate
beliefs on when the four realms began to merge. While they have
not, even now, become a single world, they are overlapping and
inextricably entwined.

Heaven, Hell, the Hidden, and Earth have
always had some connection. Scholars agree only the Earth is
limited to its physical form, although with the vastness of space
even that will give way in time.

For no known reason, the original rare
contact between the worlds became more frequent as the barriers
diminished and the Reveals began. Earth became the center of this
confluence.

Most obvious were the Magicals in those early
Reveals… werewolves, witches, elves, and the many classes of
fairies. With them, but not so obvious, were the vampires, wizards,
and sorcerers.

Of course not all Magicals came from the
Hidden, even though the Hidden seemed to spawn some of the most
deceptive of creatures.

Elves of various races once sojourned on the
earth and Hidden as casually as vacationers, but as the ages passed
and the ruthlessness of those in the Hidden reduced the number of
elves, through war or enslavement, elves stayed in the Hidden to
guard their numbers. The magic of the elves was tied to their land
and the understanding of it, as war and the threat of war changed
the outlook of individuals, the races changed. While wonders and
marvels were still created, they were for themselves, private, and
selfish.

Whether it was a truth or myth, the rumor was
that elven magic was failing, as elves themselves failed. Those
elves who still believed in the beauty of the worlds and the
wonder, fought on the side of the Law. Those who saw no value in
the other races hoarded their magic, found alliances to give them
strength, leaving the magic of the land behind. That magic, that of
the elementals, couldn't die, and leaving it behind did not wall it
away.

Since Magic, like a living thing, seeks
expression…


Chapter 1

 


 


 


Carol Grayson grabbed the edge of the kitchen
doorway to stop herself, catching a breath after her dash up the
stairway and down the hall.

"There's a ghost, Pepper. There's a ghost
down there," she said.

"A ghost?" Amelia asked. "Where?"

"My workroom. There's a ghost in my
workroom."

"Who is she?" Pepper said.

Amelia Rutledge leaned back against the sink,
drying her hands. She watched her new roommates. Since they'd moved
in together, the lawyer had taken up the cooking and kitchen
chores. She didn't want to live on pizza deliveries.

Pepper Paull, a full-blood witch, was still
working through the intricacies of a no-maintenance housekeeping
spell. She'd had one in her own apartment.

Carol leaned against the wall, looking to
Pepper.

Pepper had taken the young werewolf into
apprenticeship. Carol had been abducted by were-creatures in an
effort to strike at Pepper. The creatures had implanted a magical
bomb in the girl. It would have killed both the girl and the witch.
Even though Pepper had disarmed it, the violent abuse had changed
the magical capacity of the werewolf. Instead of collecting only
enough magic to transform once a month, Carol collected every type
of magic she came near.

The difficulty with absorption was the amount
of magic she gathered could not be safely dealt with. Carol would
have died within weeks without the witch taking her in and
protecting her. Teaching her how to use the magic rather than
allowing the magic to use her, was the best the witch could do.

So, the girl was becoming a witch. Though she
was nearly eleven years old and a full-blood werewolf, she was
doing a good job of learning magic.

"Who?" Carol wondered at the manner of
Pepper's query.

"Yes, didn't she introduce herself?" the
witch said.

"Intro… uhm. I didn't exactly wait
around," Carol said.

'She screamed like a little girl and ran
away. Wolfgirl, ha,' Whittlesbee said, from his perch. He'd
followed Carol from her workroom to the kitchen.

As Pepper's familiar, the Great Gray owl had
always been able to speak into Pepper's mind. Since they were
living together, Pepper had allowed both Amelia and Carol to hear
him.

"Whitt, she is a little girl. Leave her
alone," Pepper said.

"Come down from there and say that, bird,"
Carol said.

'Yeah, you're tough when you're bigger
than somebody,' the owl said, stretching his wings. 'Afraid
of a ghost. Some witch you'll…'

"Whittlesbee, that's enough," Pepper
reprimanded her familiar. "You've never seen a ghost before?"

"Not seen," Carol admitted. "I could
hear Gail, but she was the only ghost I ever met. Why can I see one
now?"

"Come on, let's go see if she's stayed,"
Pepper said, rising from the table. She pointed to a glass there.
"I'm still drinking that."

Amelia nodded at Pepper's comment. Pepper
frequently took her time finishing a drink. Amelia had often
cleaned the table of a cup or glass the witch was still sipping at.
The lawyer was trying to get the witch into a habit of using
glasses for her beer, rather than the bottles.

"We want her to stay?" Carol said as they
headed down the hall, back the way she'd come.

"Of course," Pepper said. "Who do you think
taught me magic?"

"You were taught by ghosts?" Amelia said,
following. "Do you think I could see her?"

"Maybe," Pepper said. "But if you can't, I
know a spell to help."

'Pep, I need to ride your shoulder,'
Whittlesbee said. 'You haven't widened the hallway yet.'

"It's not my fault you've got such a
wingspan. Did you grow?"

'No.'

***

'You've got a very rude apprentice,
Pepper, dear,' the ghost said as they entered one of the lower
rooms, Carol's workroom. It was protected so Carol could experiment
with her control of magic. She was still a beginner.

When Pepper and Carol moved into Amelia's
apartment, the witch had added several necessary rooms, one of them
being the workroom. The first room she'd added had been Carol's
bedroom. Pepper had spent nearly two weeks investing the room with
powerful barriers and an incredibly complex series of spells. She
hadn't wanted to repeat the process. The barriers shielded Carol
from magic, so the inimical ability she'd gained wouldn't harm her.
The spells measured and maintained a balanced level of magic within
Carol. It removed anything the young wolf-witch could not handle,
keeping her alive.

Other rooms down this new stairway included
rooms where Pepper had hurriedly stored the furniture and
appliances from her previous apartment. She'd packed in a hurry
when an attack on her home and bookshop was imminent. Another room
held everything from inside her bookstore. At the bottom, a door
connected to the labyrinthine private library Pepper's family had
created and maintained for centuries.

The door in the back of Pepper's closet
connected the stairway, which was Elsewhere, to the physical earth.
All of these rooms were Elsewhere. Elsewhere may or may not
exist but it was used by magicals of many breeds.

Pepper was not surprised by the appearance of
the ghost, although she looked younger than the last time she'd
seen her.

"I'm sorry, great-grandmother," Pepper said.
"I haven't had time to explain a lot of things to her yet.
Grandmother, why are you here?"

'Dear, call me Karina, it will be
easier.'

Carol was hanging back by the doorway. Amelia
was near Pepper, looking about, hearing, but not seeing the
ghost.

"Why?" Pepper asked.

Karina smiled, she gestured toward Carol.

'My dear, you've taken an apprentice witch…
a werewolf, at that. Surely, you didn't expect your old teachers to
stand aside and let you have all the fun?'

"Teachers?" said Carol, faintly. "More than
one?"

Pepper smiled, turning to the girl.

"Come here, Carol. I'd like you to meet my
great-grandmother, Karina Elizia Hesperus. Karina, this is Carol
Grayson, my apprentice."

"Hello, ma'am, I'm sorry I freaked. I didn't
expect to see ghosts… a ghost… you, I mean, sorry."

'So I assumed,' Karina said. 'Come
here, dear, I need to examine you.'

Obediently, Carol moved forward to stand
beneath her outstretched hands.

For a time Karina's glistening dark eyes
shimmered as she gazed down at Carol.

"She's there? The ghost… I mean, Karina?"
Amelia whispered. "I hear her."

"Yes," said Pepper. "Do you want to see
ghosts?"

"If we're going to have them in the house,
I'd like to, yes," Amelia said. "It's not enough to hear them."

"Take my hand, then."

As they held hands, Pepper touched Amelia's
forehead with her free hand.

"There," Pepper said. "You should see and
hear most any ghost now."

Amelia looked to find Karina regarding her.
The dark eyes nearly glowed within her pale features.

"She's not really translucent is she?"

"No," Pepper said. "That can vary. The aspect
of a ghost can change. When I saw Karina previously she looked one
age at first and then looked younger. This is true of most witches'
ghosts, the magic is still there."

"Oh. Hello," Amelia said. "It's nice to meet
you."

Karina nodded without speaking. Her hands
still hovered above Carol's shoulders.

"She's busy just now, Amelia," Pepper
said.

"Right, sorry. So, she was one of your
teachers?"

"Yes," Pepper said. "She says when I was
crawling and toddling. I don't actually remember."

"How many teachers did you have?" Amelia said
as they watched the ghost examine Carol.

"I don't know. My Aunt Lorelai taught me for
the longest time. She was actually a great-great aunt, or maybe
more greats. My mother said she taught her when she was younger.
Aunt Maddie, Matilda, that is, helped her a lot. Aunt Rose and
Uncle Ed taught me for a while. I really had more than that,
but…"

'But she'd have to name the entire family
tree,' Karina said. 'It was a common practice for the older
to teach the younger. We dedicated ourselves to being the best so
we could do the best. We were most steadfast, most powerful, most
determined… all to instill the Law in our world. To help.'

"You likely never heard of the Hesperus
Witches," Pepper said to her friend. "But in their strongest times
they were the most powerful force of Good in the world."

'That was before Lawyers started
interpreting the Law,' the ghost said.

"Lawyers?" Amelia whispered.

As Karina approached, Amelia backed away,
watching the lively, dark eyes of the ghost.

'Yes, you well know what I mean,'
Karina said. 'Lawyers have taken the law and corrupted it,
weakening the power and majesty of reality. There hasn't
been…'

"Grandmother," said Pepper, stepping between
them. "Amelia is my friend. She is not responsible for the
weakening of the law. That happened ages ago. Most of it long
before her time."

'I don't understand this, Pepper,'
Karina said. 'Lawyers are…'

Pepper stepped closer to the ghost, their
eyes locked.

Karina looked down and then sighed.

'You're right,' Karina said. 'I'm
sorry. If you find her worthy of friendship then she must have some
redeeming qualities… Right?'

"No, grandmother… or… that is, I don't know,"
Pepper said. "She's my friend whether she has redeeming qualities
or not. It doesn't matter that she's a lawyer. I won't abide you
treating her in any demeaning fashion."

For a moment the powerful witches glared at
one another, power hummed around them.

Again Karina looked down, this time bowing
her head, slightly.

'You are correct, Pepper, forgive me,'
she said. 'Though I may be at the head of this family tree,
you are the family, our only living member. As ever, all we
have is yours… including, great-granddaughter, my service.'

Karina bowed lower. Pepper touched her
head.

When the ghost looked up she seemed younger,
nearly Pepper's age.

Stepping aside, she looked to Amelia. She
bowed again.

'Forgive me, Amelia,' she said.
'Forgive my prejudice.'

Amelia nodded, watching the ghost and
Pepper.

"Certainly, I am truly her friend," Amelia
said. "I mean to be."

'Yes, so I see.'

Carol stood with Whittlesbee on her
shoulder.

"So," Carol said. "Now that we all know one
another, what's next for me?"

Karina glanced to Pepper, who nodded
permission.

'You, young wolf,' the ghost said.
'Will have a very difficult time of it, I'm afraid.'

"But in the end I'll be a witch, right?"
Carol said.

'You'll be a witch long before the end,
child,' Karina said. 'First, Edmond will come to teach you
how to handle this wild magic you gather. When you accomplish that,
Sophia might be persuaded to help you. That would be a significant
series of lessons.'

"Who's Sophia?" Carol asked.

'I thought Pepper told you. Sophia was a
very powerful witch who was also, first, a werewolf. Although she's
not of our blood she is aligned with us in purpose.'

"Cool," said Carol, looking from the ghost to
Pepper.

'I'll have to track down Edmond,'
Karina said. 'He doesn't tune in to our call very often. I'll
have him here in an hour, so prepare yourself with the meditations
Pepper taught you.'

As she turned to say farewell to Pepper,
Amelia caught her attention.

"Excuse me, Karina," Amelia said. "May I… is
it possible that you know of a teacher for me?"

Karina glanced to Pepper, who nodded,
again.

'Let me examine you first, Amelia,'
Karina said. 'What manner of teaching would you need?'

As the ghost held her hands near her head,
Amelia took a deep breath.

"I just wonder about the premonitions I
have," the lawyer said. "I want to know how to use them
better."

"You can use them already," said Pepper.

"I'm not sure I do," Amelia said. "I feel
there's more."

'This is an elemental,' Karina said,
stepping back. 'You have elven blood. Oh, my. This is an elven
gift. Pepper, have you warned her?'

"Yes, grandmother," Pepper said. "She's being
careful."

'That's not enough. Those elves have gotten
very sneaky. You'll have to make her a charm… no, two charms. One
must be embedded, where they wouldn't find it. It must seem
natural, invisible.'

"What type of charm does she need?" Pepper
wondered.

Karina looked at her abruptly.

'Think, dear, what is the first magic
they'll use on her?'

"Oh, likely a sleep or knockout spell. A
counter-charm for that is easy. I could…"

'No, after that.'

"A vortex or teleportation… Elves like
teleportation spells."

'No, dear, after that, what will they tamper
with?'

"They might change her appearance so no one
would recognize her. That would be…"

'Her memory, dear, her memory,' Karina
said with some exasperation. 'They'd alter it so she didn't
remember even living as a human, although they might leave the
lawyer bit.'

"Well, of course her memory would be
modified," Pepper said, frowning. "I already put protection in her
mind for that."

"You did?" Amelia said. "You didn't tell
me."

"Sorry," Pepper said. "I didn't want you to
worry about it."

'Told you she was sneaky,' Whittlesbee
said.

"When?" Amelia asked.

"When I warned you of what they might
attempt, of course," Pepper said. "I couldn't let a friend of mine
go unprotected."

'A spell won't be good enough,' Karina
said. 'Not if they have any time to work on her.'

Pepper turned from Amelia to Karina, her
hands going to her hips.

"What makes you think I'll give them any time
with her?" Pepper demanded.

'They would snatch her when you're
distracted. They can bide their time whereas you are subject to
it.'

"Yes," Pepper said. "I'll make the charms
immediately. Thank you for pointing this out."

'You're welcome, granddaughter. Now I
remember why I stopped teaching you when you started growing
up.'

"Why is that?"

'Because you never stopped asking questions…
you had to know every single level of each and every flow of logic,
the meanings of everything. I never had the patience for it.
However, that is also why you are so powerful.

'As for you, Amelia,' Karina said.
'I'll have to ask some of the others. I can't remember all of
the gifts through our entire family line. I will get you an
answer.'

***

"If you're her legal guardian you need to
have the paperwork," Amelia said. "You need proof of health
insurance…"

"She's a werewolf," Pepper said, watching the
lawyer leaf through pages of data.

They were at the kitchen table after Amelia
had eaten breakfast. The lawyer was making notes on a legal pad.
The reference books she was using were stacked on the table. Each
was opened atop another.

Pepper kept looking at the stack but didn't
feel right commenting on such treatment of books. They were only
law books…

"Okay. I'll look that one up," Amelia said.
"Then there's school, you can't get around…"

"She'll be home-schooled, like I was."

"Okay, there are still forms that need to be
filed, curriculum to be approved and I have no idea of what
else."

Pepper sipped her tea.

"Oh," she said. "I was thinking you'd better
stop using tap water for cooking or drinking."

Amelia looked up from the papers.

"Why? You never explained why."

"Sorry," Pepper said. "It's just that a water
elemental was set on us. It's under a spell, by a sorcerer my
family killed about seventy years ago. Unfortunately he was killed
before they knew about the spell. Once he died there was no way to
reverse it."

"I thought spells only lasted until the
caster retracted it or died."

"Depends on the spell," Pepper said, nodding.
"This one is tricky. To force an elemental to do something like
this is hard. Once it's done, the elemental will stick with it for
a hundred years or more. Elementals don't do a whole lot of
thinking, especially water elementals. In this case it finds where
I am and then waits for an opportunity to strike."

"It's trying to kill you?" Amelia said.

"Yes, of course. I thought that was
plain."

"But how can a water elemental reach you
here?" Amelia said, looking around her apartment.

"Through the water system, from the reservoir
to the tap it can be aware of any user. I could take a shower and
immediately it'll know where I am. Then it just poisons the water I
access. It uses a spell the sorcerer gave it. If I ingest it I'll
get sick and die, others may only get sick… badly sick."

"Why haven't the Watchers stopped it?"

Pepper sighed. She looked from Amelia to the
view out the window.

"To my mind, they have a list of excuses,"
Pepper said. "It's all quite logical. Everything from plain
disbelief, to the idea that elementals cannot act as described.
They tested the water and found nothing. As soon as I test it
alone, it's enchanted. It's easier to be careful than convince
them."

'Tell her about the Inspector,' said
Whittlesbee.

"Whittlesbee? Where are you," Amelia asked,
looking up again.

'Down with Carol, of course. Go ahead and
tell her, Pep.'

"If you want to," Amelia said, setting her
pen aside.

"It's just that they've accused me of being a
wicked witch," Pepper said. "Well, you saw how they treated me
after the battle. I could've fixed the shop easily, but they
wouldn't let me. I didn't want to force anything then, since I
didn't know if there would be another attack. I thought it would be
best to let that go. The Watchers are monitoring every bit of magic
I use. They're watching me. It's more than just to help me stay
alive."

"They have an agenda?" Amelia said.

"Well, of course, but it seems I'm on the
wrong side of the line now."

Amelia could find nothing to say to that. Her
gray eyes darkened as she thought about it. She could see a dozen
complications concerning the Watchers. The fact they were entrusted
with policing cases of magical abuse gave them an autonomy she
didn't trust. The authority they held was unimpeachable. They
determined what qualified as acceptable magic use. It was not
necessarily legal magic use, in the sense of statutes. It allowed
them to cast aspersions with or without proof. Shaking her head,
Amelia dismissed it since she could do nothing about it.

Glancing at Pepper, she saw no sign of what
the witch thought of the matter, nothing beyond what her words
expressed.

"How can Whittlesbee hear from down there?"
Amelia asked.

"The stairway door is open and he's an
owl."

"Right," Amelia shook her head again as
Pepper smiled.

"How's your shoulder?" Pepper asked.

"Okay. He doesn't fly around in here as much
as he did in your place."

"With a four and a half foot wingspan this
place is a little tight for him. He'll adjust. You should've seen
my arms and shoulders when he was first learning to land on me.
He'd whack the back of my head more often than not. It took a while
for my arm to get stronger and his swoop to be more controlled.
Still, he glides in tight places, but he can't really fly
well."

"You can't widen the hall the way you did the
stairway, right?"

"No," Pepper said. "That wouldn't be safe.
He'll adjust."

"Do you have plans for today?"

"Research, mostly."

"Okay, that's good. I'd better get moving.
I've got a full day of appointments."

Pepper stood as Amelia rose, in her hand a
slender chain dangled.

"I have this for you. It's the charm Karina
thought you should have."

From the white gold chain, a delicate web of
the same gold held a sparkling, clear, faceted gem.

"Is that a diamond?"

"Yes, of course. I needed something pure to
hold the enchantment. I used the facets to enhance the strength of
the spell, as well. The white gold will keep it pure as well as
protect it."

"Protect?"

"Yes, if anyone tries to remove it they'll
get burnt."

Pepper slipped it over Amelia's head then
lifted her hair free to conceal the chain.

"Thank you, Pepper, it's beautiful."

 "You're welcome,"
Pepper's dimples showed as she smiled at her friend's pleasure.
"I'm glad you like it."

"I love it. Oh, what about the other one, she
said it was for inside of me? Does that mean inside inside?
Like in my body?"

Pepper looked aside, heat rising to her
cheeks. Smoothing her hair back, she hesitated.

"Uhm, yes, inside. It's already taken care
of," Pepper said, finally.

Amelia's aura rippled with a down turn of
emotions.

Pepper held her hands out.

"I didn't want you to worry," Pepper said.
"So I did it while you slept last night."

"You did what?" Amelia said, tightly.

"I set the charm within you. Just inside your
breastbone. Well, not in the bone, but beside it on the inside. I
wanted…"

Amelia had sat back down, staring at
Pepper.

"How could you do that, without asking me
first?" Amelia said.

"It was easy. I didn't want you to worry that
it might hurt. I didn't even disturb your sleep."

"Pepper, that's not the point," Amelia said.
"You put that other spell on me without telling me…"

"It was protection. I've taken it away, you
don't need that now."

"Now you've shoved… what did you put in
me?"

"An opal… it was the best thing to contain an
interior spell. It worked well with the…"

"Enough," Amelia said, standing. "That's
enough."

Amelia's aura flared, rippling with anger.
There was something else showing which Pepper didn't
understand.

Stepping back, she watched Amelia's eyes.

"I'm sorry," Pepper said. "I can remove it
now if you desire. I only thought to make it easier for you."

"Pepper, you didn't ask, you didn't explain
anything of your intentions. I don't understand how…"

"But you heard Karina. You did. You accepted
how protection was needed. I don't understand why this…"

"No, I see you don't understand," Amelia
said. "I'm not sure I can…"

Stopping completely, Amelia shut her mouth to
study Pepper.

Reaching to the cool spot trembling between
her breasts, she touched the delicate pendant.

Pepper watched her fingers move, fearing she
would try to rip it free.

Instead, Amelia's aura eased, it still
shimmered with unknown portent, but the anger was completely
gone.

"I have to get to work, Pepper," the lawyer
said. "Maybe we'll discuss this when I get home. Thank you."

"You don't want me to…?"

"No. We'll talk when I get home, okay?"
Amelia said.

"Yes, okay. I'm sorry, Amelia."

"No, Pepper. You don't need to be sorry. I
need to understand you better, that's all."

After she was gone, Pepper sat at the kitchen
table, stirring the last bit of eggs on her plate.

"What did I do wrong?"

Whittlesbee pretended he didn't hear her.


Chapter 2

 


 



"We're not going to get lost, are we?" Amelia
said.

They'd pulled off the country highway onto a
narrow road paved with gravel and tar. Edmond, one of Carol's
teachers, had requested the girl test her wolf magic. The test was
to put as much variety and power into her transformations as she
could manage, therefore she needed a wide open space. It had to be
somewhere they could remain undisturbed.

So, in Amelia's car, they'd left Baltimore
behind to drive into the wildness of Pennsylvania's Commonwealth.
They'd driven into the highlands. The mountains were a safe place
to let magic reign. As long as they didn't cross into the territory
of the giants, they would disturb no one.

"We shouldn't get lost," Pepper said. "Edmond
gave us very specific directions. We still have some distance to
travel."

"And you own this property?"

"I suppose so. There's so much I own, I can't
keep track. If I need something, I ask one of the elders."

'She means ghosts,' said
Whittlesbee.

"Of course I meant ghosts," Pepper said.
"Everything of the family was left to me in one way or another,
from books, artifacts, and knowledge, to property. This place
belonged to Edmond's family before he married into ours."

"Is there none of his family left?"

"No. He had a sister, Eloise, but she died in
eighteen thirty, I believe. There was a troll. She was trying to
protect a class of children. Edmond and Minevra arrived just as she
managed to hack its arm with the axe. The spray of blood washed
through her shields and nearly covered her. It died when Edmond
shifted a log into its mouth and Minevra exploded it. It was
fortunate the bulk of its brains flew away from the children. The
fallout was worse than acid. Eloise was already dead by then."

"Why didn't her shields protect her?" Carol
asked.

"Well," Pepper said. "Most trolls are
resistant to magic, just as their thick skin is resistant to normal
weapons. But their blood, especially the Gnoric Troll, is worse
than acid. Since magic doesn't affect it, it keeps burning and
eating away whatever it touches. There was little remaining of
Eloise by the time they managed to neutralize the acid."

"Yuck, did we have to hear that?" Amelia
said.

"It's tragic," Carol said. "But that's what
some magic has to deal with, right, Pepper?"

"Yes, it is unfortunate," Pepper said. "I
mean, a wicked witch wouldn't have bothered protecting those
children since none were her own. Being a good witch requires
sacrifice, both to learn and to act. We should always survive,
though, that's very important, Carol."

"I hear you."

'That was a good lecture, Professor
Paull,' Whittlesbee said.

Pepper turned to face forward, looking at the
trees, her arms crossed on her chest. She didn't have to look at
Amelia to see her amusement. The car was so tight their auras were
in her face from every side.

"Are we there, yet?" Carol said.

The crowding trees had hastened nightfall
while the road turned to gravel without the tar, with potholes and
ruts.

"It shouldn't be much farther," Pepper
said.

"I hope not," Amelia said as she maneuvered
around a series of pot holes, trying to stay on the road.

"Look," Carol said, pointing. "Deer."

"I see, I see," Amelia said. "I hope they
move. You've never been here, right?"

"Correct. Whittlesbee, do you want to do some
reconnaissance?"

'Okay, just stop and let me out. What
exactly am I looking for?'

"There's a small road that takes off to the
left up ahead. It has a mailbox stuck on a big white rock. There
may be a chain across the side road."

'Right. Big white rock, got it.'

When Carol had her window down, the big bird
flew away.

Amelia started the car moving, following
after Whittlesbee.

"I can't see him," she said.

"Just keep going," Carol said, leaning up
between them. "He's up in the branches, no, higher. Now he's gone
around the curve."

A minute later they pulled up to the rock and
the mailbox. Whittlesbee sat atop it, waiting.

The chain across the drive had a simple
locking spell.

Pepper pulled it free. After Amelia drove
through, she pulled the chain tight again. She put her own locking
spell on it.

Whittlesbee spread his wings to lift off,
rising easily into the air, heading up the road.

"I don't know about this," Amelia said,
slowing the car down again. "It looks really rutted. Look at those
gullies. I can't drive up there."

"What if I said… no," Pepper said, shaking
her head once. "Carol, look at the road, what do you see?"

"Ruts, gullies, erosion," the girl said. "It
looks tough."

"Okay, it's an illusion. First, use the thumb
and forefinger of each hand together to make a kind of frame to
look through. Gather your magic as though you were preparing to
change, build it up but don't actually change. Instead, project it
out to the length of your arms. Imagine you hold a screen…. like a
TV screen. Okay?"

Carol's hands came up, her fingers making a
square to look through.

Amelia watched the pair of witches.

"No, let it blur… no, use the magic, not your
eyes. Right… keep going."

"Wow. It's like… smooth. Just gravel.
Neat."

"So I can go on safely?" Amelia said,
doubtfully.

"Do you want me to let you see it, Amelia?"
Pepper said, smiling to her friend.

"If it's no prob… okay, it looks drive-able
now."

'There's someone in the house,'
Whittlesbee said from somewhere ahead of them.

"Who would that be?" Amelia asked.

"Likely the caretakers," Pepper said. "I
didn't abandon my properties."

"Properties? How many? Where?"

"Yes. Twenty-five… I think. There are several
across North America, a few in England, Germany, and Mongolia."

"So, you're like really rich, right," said
Carol, still gazing through her hands.

"No. I don't think so," Pepper said,
frowning. "Just park over there… we'll go up to the meadow."

As they were pulling to the side of the
drive, lights came on. An elderly couple came out onto the
porch.

"Who's that?" was the query, as they were
getting out of the car.

"Mr. and Mrs. Dawson, it's me, Pepper Paull.
I'm sorry to disturb you. We were sent up here to use the upper
meadow for a few nights."

"Pepper? Oh, dear, it's so nice to see you.
Blessings, dear. Come on up here to the porch."

Within a few minutes introductions and
explanations had been exchanged.

Carol's anxiousness to get on with her
adventure was enough to keep their meeting short. From the trunk of
the car they each grabbed a backpack. They headed along the lane
toward the meadow.

'I'm hunting, but I'll be near,'
Whittlesbee said.

"Good. We're heading the right way, yes?"

'Yes. It's quite a hike, though. Why don't
you fly?'

"Oh, can we," Carol said. "Pepper, can
we?"

"Do you know how?" her teacher asked.

"No," she said. "You know I can't maintain
balance yet."

"So you want me to fly you? Amelia, are you
game?"

Pepper took a hand of each. They were
immediately rising into the sky.

"Relax, you two. Lean forward, that's right.
I've got us. Is this better than walking?"

"Only like completely," the girl said. "Why
do you ever walk when you can fly?"

"I don't rely on magic for everything, Carol.
The ghosts are teaching you how not to use magic for
everything. In other words you must control it. Being a werewolf,
the magic usually controls you."

"I know, I know," Carol said. "I've heard
this lecture before. Not that… sorry, I understand."

"Yes, I'm sure," Pepper said. "I can let you
walk the rest of the way."

"No, no, no, this is great. And the moon is
up."

Pepper was moving them along quickly.

'Hey, look at the strange birds.'

"You've got no room to talk, funny face,"
said Pepper, laughing.

After looping around them, he stroked the
air, rising higher to leave them behind.

"Show off," said Carol.

"A witch can outfly a bird any day," Pepper
said.

"Really?" Carol said.

"I wouldn't lie to you."

"Cool."

***

Pepper chose a level spot near the top of the
long sloping meadow. Once it had been grazing land for the cows of
a dairy operation, but that had closed long ago. Thick ancient
forests bordered several of the large meadows of the property.
Those forests ran into the hills and farther north and west to the
mountains. To the east was a small colony of giants.

"We do have a tent big enough, don't we?"
Amelia said. "I don't want to sleep under the bugs."

Pepper laughed.

"You've never camped out before?"

"Are you kidding?" The lawyer said. "I'm
doing a lot of things for the first time with you."

Pulling a nylon tent out of the sack, she
unrolled it and started pulling the fiberglass rods together.

As soon as they recognized what to do, Carol
and Amelia got the other rods together. The rods were then slipped
through the sleeves of the tent. It was a very simple to assemble
bubble tent. They had it erected a minute later. Pepper drove the
series of stakes in, around the perimeter.

"That's kind of small, isn't it?" Amelia
said. "Or is there one each?"

Pepper laughed again.

"You'd better get used to this, Amelia. It's
a witch's tent."

Pepper opened the zipper and threw aside the
flap.

Amelia laughed in surprise, shaking her
head.

"It's huge in there," Amelia said. "I'd
forgotten about your tricks."

'Never forget about her tricks,'
Whittlesbee said. 'She's always collecting more.'

Carol crowded up to peer through the small
opening. She knew what to expect.

"Room enough for three, at least," Pepper
said.

The zippered opening led into a wide and tall
room. There were four beds, with pillows and linens. A low table
and benches sat to one side. A shelf held an assortment of books.
Several chests completed the furnishings.

"So what's in our packs?" Carol asked.

"Oh, just books," Pepper said, and then
laughed at their surprise.

"I'm teasing. Amelia carried all the food and
Carol had drinks and washing supplies. I had the tent and the
barbecue."

***

As soon as they'd explored and sorted what
they'd packed in, Carol was ready to start.

They had come to this wild place for Carol to
practice witchy control of werewolf magic. Since it would be a full
moon for several nights, her wolf magic would be at its peak. As
she was so young a wolf, her abilities were barely practiced. With
all the other magic in her system she'd have to learn more control
than if she was only a wolf.

Carol practiced.

Whittlesbee hunted and feasted.

Pepper and Amelia talked and watched.

Carol was changing to wolf form and then back
to human form, holding the extra magic aside, so it didn't conflict
with her change.

While Carol was in wolf form once, Amelia
turned to face the woods uphill, standing still.

The confusion in her aura pulled Pepper to
her side.

"What is it?"

"A dragon," Amelia said. She gestured to the
thick forest. "There is a dragon watching Carol's experiment."

As Pepper studied the dark forest, she
gathered magic to her hands. While she didn't step out of time, she
was listing the strongest defensive spells she knew.

"How do you know?" Pepper said. "I don't
sense anything?"

"I don't know... not now," Amelia said,
quietly, inching closer to her. "I know later."

Pepper continued searching among the trees,
using vision enhancement spells to no effect.

"It's watching now?"

"I don't know… But later it was."

"Where?" Pepper asked.

"Not here," Amelia gave her a worried look.
"But later it was there. It's so confusing."

Pepper gave a laugh, looking to Amelia and
then back to the woods.

"You're doing well," she said. "When will I
see it?"

"Well, you won't, but later you did."

'I don't understand any of that,'
Whittlesbee said. 'I don't hear anything.'

Carol changed to human form beside them. They
ignored her casual nudity.

"Are there really dragons?" she asked.

"Is there really a dragon here?" Amelia
asked.

"Hey, you said it isn't now, but later it was
here," Pepper said. "What did you see?"

'What is that even supposed to mean?'
Whittlesbee asked.

"I didn't see anything. I knew it, or I know
that I'll know it later without seeing."

"You're being very confusing," Carol said,
looking between the women and up to the woods.

"It seems we'll have to wait to understand
this," Pepper said.

'I don't know that I'll ever understand
it.'

"Are you finished, wolf-girl?"

"No. I'm barely started. He wants me to do it
all through the night."

"How's the magic?" Pepper asked.

"There's still a lot, maybe more than
before," Carol said. "Could I be gathering?"

"Possibly," Pepper said. "With you being a
wolf, you are accessing different magic. Did Edmond say anything
about that?"

"Only that Sophia would have to explain it.
If she comes…"

"Still no word?"

"Nope."

"Back at it, then."

Carol laughed, spun away, changing to a wolf
in the blink of an eye.

"I didn't think werewolves changed that
quickly," Amelia said as they watched her.

"Normally they don't. With the magic levels
she's using, it is not surprising."

"It looks like fun."

Pepper touched her arm.

"Please don't make any accidental wishes,
Amelia. There is a lot of wild magic here."

"Right, sorry."

"It's okay, lawyer, think of your desires in
that context. If you form a contract with a simple desire, you are
nearly making a wish."

"Right. Yes, I realized that once before,"
she said. "It's difficult to keep it in mind. I'm still amazed at
how you stay so focused all the time."

'She's not really, it's just an act.'

Whittlesbee swooped over their heads before
circling back toward where Carol ran.

"I don't know if it's an act," Pepper said
with a shrug. "It's just the way I am."

"You needn't explain to me. I think I'm
coming to know you."

Pepper nodded, running her hands back through
her hair.

"What's she doing?" Amelia asked.

"Altering specific fundamentals of her form…
she needs to control every bit of the magic that moves her."

"Sounds difficult."

"It is. Even though she's only ten she's a
bit old to be learning such tricks. She's doing it, though."

***

Amelia took the Frisbee Pepper had brought
and moved uphill, throwing the large plastic disc.

Altering her form again, for speed, Carol
charged after it as it floated along.

Pepper sat on a section of stacked rock
fence, watching.

After moving into a meditative posture, she
dropped her hold on time.

At a very young age, Pepper had discovered an
ability to slip free of her connection with time. In one sense,
time stops completely, for her. While it may have developed from
her deep meditation on magic, she'd learned how to deal with it,
use it, and keep it secret. To others, if she reconnected to time
in a different position, it looked like instantaneous
teleportation, which was a spell she was also capable of.

Pepper had to hold onto time constantly or
risk slipping free of it.

She released it deliberately.

Immediately, the semi-dark moonlit night
became a steady, even, light-level without shadows or
brilliance.

What was bright to her eyes was the magic
curling around Carol… both were-magic and various other types,
mostly wild, and demonic, clung to her. Though the girl appeared
stuck in time and motionless, the magic was a shifting whirl of
lights. Time had no direct effect on magic.

From the rock wall, still free of time,
Pepper headed toward the woods, crossing a tractor lane and small
field. Without the movement of time it was silent in every
direction, even her footsteps gave no voice. The grasses held her
weight as they settled slowly, but she moved on before they bent.
She could change almost nothing of what surrounded her. Most
occasions where she slipped from time, she merely explored. This
was no different.

Amelia had said there was a dragon watching.
Pepper looked for some sign of it.

A low and sibilant voice immediately captured
her attention.

Pepper looked around more carefully. The tone
of the voice had been surprising and somewhat untraceable.

She'd never heard a sound other than her own
in this place.

That the voice said her name was not as
surprising, though it did speak her full given name.

"I wondered when you'd come to play," said
the voice, more resonant now.

She faced where it originated. There was no
one there.

"Who? What are you?" She took a few steps
forward.

"Obviously a dragon."

"Not so obvious," Pepper muttered. "Where are
you?"

Giving voice to a sigh, a dragon appeared
before her.

"Oh," she said as the long, immensely
long, and huge body of the dragon was there.

A glance showed a massive black body with
crimson red highlights, as though a blazing fire was nearby,
reflecting from it. As her eyes followed the long thick neck up to
the head, she noted that, along with the red, there was yellow
gleaming off the edge of each and every scale of its armored
form.

Its head cocked a bit to one side as she
studied its features. The massive jaws flexed, opening to show
impressive rows of long sharp teeth with a long and twisting
tongue. Muscles moved beneath the scales even though it didn't look
possible. It appeared to be made of solid metal and the sinuous
movement was therefore an illusion.

Easing her rose-colored glasses from her
pouch, she slipped them on as she'd noticed how toothy its grin
was.

With the glasses safely in place, she looked
at its blazing eyes, bracing inner shields against any attempt at
enchantment. Pulling up strong shields about herself, she studied
it. The eyes were red and yellow and gold and black, all being very
lively, very nearly like real fires.

"You won't need that shield," it said. "In
any case it would do no good if I attacked."

"I've never known of a dragon," Pepper said,
leaving her shields in place.

The wings shifted, loosening and then tucking
in. The black and red was more intense there. The wings were more
diaphanous. The red dulled as though blood within the membrane
thinned. Or it was as though a fire of coals was banked, waiting.
The deep black curled and shifted about the edges like smoke though
it never drifted away. The red glowed from the underside with
brilliance at each expansion of its chest, breathing.

As the head dipped lower, she watched it,
cautiously.

Dropping through the lower branches of the
trees, she saw it better. A glistening ridge of spikes curved back
from its brow. The crest held three long and nine lesser spikes.
Each looked very sharp.

"Are there many dragons?" she asked, then
realized it was likely rude.

"How are you here?" she said, the question
she wanted an answer to.

It came closer. The shoulders lifting as the
head lowered nearer. It could look straight at her though its head
slowly swung from one side to the other.

"This is where I live."

"Do you mean here, outside of time?" she
said.

"No, I am inside time, as you are, between
the heartbeats, you know? I'm a bit surprised you didn't get that
part right."

"Uhm, I guess I thought it when
I first did it. I never revised my… naming of it. So you live
inside time, here?"

"No, I'm only moving inside time, like you,
just now. I live up there in that mountain."

"I didn't know anyone else was ever here,"
she said, meaning outside, or as the dragon had said, inside of
time.

"Did you really believe you were the only
person to slip into time?"

"I never saw evidence of others."

"Most keep hidden," it said. "I've seen you
many times. I watched you as a child. You're still as curious as
you ever were. You should use invisibility when you enter time,
there may be trouble awaiting you."

"Are you trouble?"

"Not for you."

"Are there many dragons?" she said again, now
they'd established a conversation.

She watched as a front claw dug into the
earth as it leaned forward.

"Not as many as there once were and likely
more than there should be."

Shaking her head she moved nearer.

"Are you a boy or a girl?"

"As such things matter, I am a boy, though in
age boyhood is long gone."

"Why have you revealed yourself? Why call me
here?"

Heat flowed from the great creature as though
a blast furnace was beneath his hide. She breathed in his scent,
wondering about dragons.

"I needed to talk with you, of course," he
said. "I wanted, therefore, to introduce myself."

The wide head turned toward her, as the
narrowed muzzle closed the teeth from sight. His snout came near
enough Pepper could have touched it without stretching.

It was much closer than her shields should
have allowed.

This close, the brilliant eyes were not
merely red, yellow, and gold surrounded by black, but filled with
every color of fire there ever was. Gazing at one great eye, she
reached to touch his face, just above his mouth.

The eye was as large as her head.

The nostril was larger than her hand could
span. It flared and fluttered as it drew in a breeze carrying her
scent, even pulling her hair forward.

"Yes," he said, murmuring as she was so near.
"You smell the same, though nearing ripeness… I would judge… full
of spells and various magics, deep with knowledge, and the roots of
wisdom. You smell good, not fully ripe, no, but coming along
nicely."

Wondering over the possible meanings of his
words, she rubbed his skin near the mouth, surprised at how smooth
and soft it was. Heat flowed there, the touch of it gave the
sensation of a furnace plate, a steel door red from flames, but it
didn't reach out to burn her. Gently, her fingers continued along
the curve of the lip under, toward the opening where the teeth
waited.

Lips twitched suddenly, opening wide. He
shook his head
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