
  
    [image: Hot Chocolate for the Unicorn]
  


  
    
      HOT CHOCOLATE FOR THE UNICORN

      AND OTHER FLIGHTS OF FANCY

    

    
      
        MARY E. LOWD

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Deep Sky Anchor Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Hot Chocolate for the Unicorn

      

      
        2. A Pearl for Amelie

      

      
        3. The Dragon's Mask

      

      
        4. Weremoose

      

      
        5. Cyclops on Safari

      

      
        6. The Carousel of Spirits

      

      
        7. The Unicorn Keeper

      

      
        8. Feral Unicorn

      

      
        9. Black Swans

      

      
        10. The Third Wish

      

      
        11. Toaster Dragon

      

      
        12. The Prehistory Zoo

      

      
        13. No Catch

      

      
        14. Birthday

      

      
        15. The Dancing Swords

      

      
        16. Blaze the Fire Monster

      

      
        17. In the Roots of the World Tree

      

      
        18. Panda-Mensional

      

      
        19. The Empty Empire

      

      
        20. Not Spider-Man and the Seven Angel Donors

      

      
        21. The Spider In Her Lungs

      

      
        22. Birthing Class

      

      
        23. The Blood Portal

      

      
        24. Dark Father

      

      
        25. Grizzelka's Bridegroom

      

      
        26. Diamond Dust Heart

      

      
        27. Sting Once and Die

      

      
        28. The Were-Raptor and the Seamstress Robot

      

      
        29. Safe Here in Crest City

      

      
        30. Eight Ways

      

      
        31. Take Them to the Happiness Zoo

      

      
        32. When He Stopped Crying

      

      
        33. FemCloud Inc.

      

      
        34. Brain-Dead Baby Jesuses

      

      
        35. The Christmas Tree Barn

      

      
        36. Pen Pals with the Tooth Fairy

      

      
        37. St. Kalwain and the Lady Uta

      

      
        38. Spoiler Warning

      

      
        39. Sister Ghost

      

      
        40. Seven Riders and Six Horses

      

      
        41. Dealership with the Devil

      

      
        42. The Dragon in My Toe

      

      
        43. When the Ghost of the Future Catches Up

      

      
        44. Ginger Tea for the Dragon

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Mary E. Lowd

      

    

    

  


  
    
      “Hot Chocolate for the Unicorn” (c) 2012 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Untied Shoelaces of the Mind, Issue #6.

      “A Pearl for Amelie” (c) 2016 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Kaleidotrope, Autumn 2016.

      “The Dragon’s Mask” (c) 2023 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Deep Sky Anchor.

      “Weremoose” (c) 2014 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Untied Shoelaces of the Mind, Issue #9.

      “Cyclops on Safari” (c) 2013 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Penn Cove Literary Arts Award.

      “The Carousel of Spirits” (c) 2014 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Sorcerous Signals.

      “The Unicorn Keeper” (c) 2020 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Theme of Absence.

      “Feral Unicorn” (c) 2015 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Luna Station Quarterly, Issue 24.

      “Black Swans” (c) 2022 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Deep Sky Anchor.

      “The Third Wish” (c) 2010 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Aoife’s Kiss, Issue #33.

      “Toaster Dragon” (c) 2021 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in The Lorelei Signal.

      “The Prehistory Zoo: Comfort Animal” (c) 2022 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Daily Science Fiction.

      “The Prehistory Zoo: Herding the Brachiosauruses” (c) 2022 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Daily Science Fiction.

      “The Prehistory Zoo: Tiny Cartoon Dinosaurs” (c) 2022 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Daily Science Fiction.

      “The Prehistory Zoo: Birthday Party at the Prehistory Zoo” (c) 2022 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Daily Science Fiction.

      “No Catch” (c) 2020 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Queer Sci Fi’s Innovation.

      “Birthday” (c) 2017 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Every Day Fiction.

      “The Dancing Swords” (c) 2024 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Hot Chocolate for the Unicorn and Other Flights of Fancy.

      “Blaze the Fire Monster” (c) 2024 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Hot Chocolate for the Unicorn and Other Flights of Fancy.

      “In the Roots of the World Tree” (c) 2020 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Typewriter Emergencies.

      “Panda-Mensional” (c) 2015 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Neo-Opsis, Issue 25.

      “The Empty Empire” (c) 2016 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Daily Science Fiction.

      “Not Spider-Man and the Seven Angel Donors” (c) 2022 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Deep Sky Anchor.

      “The Spider In Her Lungs” (c) 2019 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Abyss & Apex, Issue 72: 4th Quarter 2019.

      “Birthing Class” (c) 2016 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Theme of Absence.

      “The Blood Portal” (c) 2018 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Electric Spec, Vol. 13, Issue 2.

      “Dark Father” (c) 2020 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Theme of Absence.

      “Grizzelka’s Bridegroom” (c) 2020 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in The Overcast, Episode 122.

      “Diamond Dust Heart” (c) 2021 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in The Lorelei Signal.

      “Sting Once and Die” (c) 2022 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Deep Sky Anchor.

      “The Were-Raptor and the Seamstress Robot” (c) 2020 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Daily Science Fiction.

      “Safe Here in Crest City” (c) 2022 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Kaleidotrope, Autumn 2022.

      “Eight Ways” (c) 2021 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Theme of Absence.

      “Take Them to the Happiness Zoo” (c) 2016 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Theme of Absence.

      “When He Stopped Crying” (c) 2019 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Electric Spec, Vol. 14, Issue 1.

      “FemCloud Inc.” (c) 2014 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Daily Science Fiction.

      “Brain-Dead Baby Jesuses” (c) 2019 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Kaleidotrope, Summer 2019.

      “The Christmas Tree Barn” (c) 2021 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Nature Futures, December 2021, by Springer Nature.

      “Pen Pals with the Tooth Fairy” (c) 2022 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Deep Sky Anchor.

      “St. Kalwain and the Lady Uta” (c) 2012 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in ROAR, Volume 4.

      “Spoiler Warning” (c) 2024 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Hot Chocolate for the Unicorn and Other Flights of Fancy

      “Sister Ghost” (c) 2024 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Hot Chocolate for the Unicorn and Other Flights of Fancy.

      “Seven Riders and Six Horse” (c) 2024 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Hot Chocolate for the Unicorn and Other Flights of Fancy.

      “Dealership with the Devil” (c) 2016 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Theme of Absence.

      “The Dragon in My Toe” (c) 2024 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Hot Chocolate for the Unicorn and Other Flights of Fancy.

      “When the Ghost of the Future Catches Up” (c) 2018 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Fantasia Divinity Magazine, Issue 20.

      “Ginger Tea for the Dragon” (c) 2024 by Mary E. Lowd. First published in Hot Chocolate for the Unicorn and Other Flights of Fancy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Diane and Princess Carolyn⁠—

        I filled in the cracks with gold

      

      

      

      
        
        But also and mostly:

      

      

      

      
        
        For you⁠—

        If you make it through the darkness,

        you’ll find a gift waiting at the end
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            HOT CHOCOLATE FOR THE UNICORN

          

        

      

    

    
      The curved neck and stretched wings of the black Dragon dwarf the figure of the doe-like white Unicorn.  They make an unlikely picture behind the glass panel and aluminum frame of my sliding glass kitchen door.  As always, quite the sight to see.  I ask them in.

      Scaled claws and downed hooves step through the door.  The Dragon slashes his tail, impetuous at being kept so long.  The Unicorn paws the linoleum floor and bows his horn.  “An honor, as always,” he says.

      I slide the glass door shut behind them, careful that all the tails are on the right side.

      “Is the water ready?” the Unicorn asks.

      “Not yet.”  I walk around the counters to the electric stove feeling the Unicorn close behind, his breath on my shoulder.  The Dragon stays away from the kitchen, where cupboards and countertops would cramp his wings.  He lingers instead, looking at pictures on the wall.  Grumbling to himself.

      My tea kettle sits on the Formica counter in the customary spot, nestled between the sink and the toaster.  I fill it with water and put it on the stove.  The Unicorn shuffles his hooves in restless excitement as I open the cupboard with the mugs.  “You know which one I want,” he says, “right?”

      He always picks the mug with a picture of geese wearing bonnets, drawn by Beatrix Potter.

      The kettle whistles, piercingly, and I pour the steaming water.  As always, I make ginger tea for the Dragon, lemon tea for myself, and hot chocolate for the Unicorn.  I place the mugs on a tray and carry them into the living room where we settle on the floor.  My friends are ill-suited to sitting at tables.  Chairs don’t fit them well.

      The Unicorn folds his hooves neatly beneath him, and the dragon crouches, all angles, with his wings half folded and his sinuous limbs bent like compressed springs.  Entirely alert.  I place their hot beverages before them on the living room rug.

      “Shall I tell a story now?” I ask.

      “Let’s play a board game,” says the Dragon.  He takes his mug, my largest, in his great talon.  He dwarfs the tiny mug and has to drink from it daintily.  A giant sipping tea from a thimble.

      “I’d like a story,” the Unicorn says.  He’s been blowing on his hot chocolate to cool it.  He stretches his snowy neck, leaning his nose down to taste the dark liquid.

      “You always want a story,” the Dragon snarls.  The Unicorn shies away from him, but he’s not really scared.  The Unicorn and Dragon are the best of friends.  My best friends.

      “I’ll tell stories first,” I say.  “Then we’ll play chess,” I tell the Dragon.

      The Dragon rolls his massive, round, green eyes heavenward, but he holds his forked tongue.  He can wait.  Dragons can be both patient and impatient.

      I tell stories to the Unicorn until he falls asleep, head resting on hooves, nostrils flaring gently with deep regular breaths, and the shining tip of his horn barely gracing the carpeted floor.  His sides heave with a sigh, and I know he’s dreaming about the worlds in my stories:  a world with an ocean whose smallest drop can turn you into a rabbit; a world where glittering, faceted cat statues are cut from gemstones and come to life; a world where otters fly water-filled spaceships.

      “Shall we play chess now?” the Dragon asks, his voice a soft hiss so as to not wake the Unicorn.

      I agree, and we’re deep in a game when the phone rings.  “Just a minute,” I say as I go to the old style corded wall phone to answer it.

      The call is from my boss.  He wants to be sure that I remember to bring in the files for our meeting tomorrow.  I hate it when he calls me at home, but it’s true that otherwise I would have forgotten.  I get the files and place them on the end table by the front door where I can’t possibly miss them.  Now I won’t forget.

      I go back to the living room and see my spiral notebook on the floor open to a freshly scribbled page; the copy of Historical Chess Games that I checked out from the library is propped up next to my chess board; and there are three mugs—one filled with lemon tea, and two empty on the floor.

      “Dammit!  This was easier as a child,” I say.

      I close my eyes and remember my friends.  My imaginary friends.  They’re insubstantial, transparent, shadows of the vivid beings they once were.  When I was young, the world was filled with fantastical creatures, and they all centered around me.  Ponies galloped through my backyard; cats with wings flew above me, following wherever I went.  I never had to think about them.  They were just there.  An everyday part of my life.

      Now, I work in an office, and I come home to an empty house at night.  But I’ll be damned if I let them fade out of my life like the song.  My Dragon will not be Puff.  My Unicorn will not be forgotten.

      I open my eyes, and the Dragon says, “It’s your turn already.  Move.”

      So easy.  And, yet, so easily lost.

      I sit down and finish the game with him.  When it’s over, I place a hand on the Unicorn’s rump.  He wakes up at the touch and says, “Is it time to go?”

      I nod, and I show my friends back to the sliding glass door in the kitchen.  “Come back soon,” I say as the fearsome black Dragon disappears into the dark of the backyard at night.  The small Unicorn walking by his side, glowing and white, is visible much longer.

      I close the door and return to the living room.  I tuck the notebook and chess book carefully under a throw pillow on the couch.  Then, I put the mugs away.  Mine in the dishwasher.  The other two, I return to the cupboard.
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            A PEARL FOR AMELIE

          

        

      

    

    
      The letter was sealed and stamped but had never been sent.  Amelie almost passed it over entirely while going through her aunt’s old boxes of science articles and research notes.  It was addressed to a professor at the University of Crosshatch, Maryland.  Amelie didn’t think her aunt had ever worked there, but Aunt Jill had traveled a lot.  She’d studied giraffes in Africa and wild horses in the Gobi Desert.  She’d worked her way across Europe studying the few remaining bison, all kept in zoos.  It seemed like there was nowhere Aunt Jill hadn’t been, so Amelie couldn’t be sure

      Amelie ran her hands over the aged paper and felt a small lump in the corner of the envelope.  In the end, though, it was the handwritten address that saved the letter from being dumped, unopened on the discard pile with years worth of vet bills (something was going to have to be done with Aunt Jill’s pet pygmy goats, Fred and Ginger), paperwork, and the other detritus left behind at the end of Aunt Jill’s long life.

      Amelie could picture Aunt Jill’s freckled hands scribbling out the address in that loopy scrawl, and for a flash of a moment, Amelie felt connected to Aunt Jill again, across all these years.

      She opened the letter and tilted the envelope.  A single white pearl rolled into the palm of her hand.  Amelie put the pearl aside carefully in her pocket and pulled out the letter.

      The paper inside was frail with age, and the handwritten lines were tight, squeezed up against all the edges, filling every inch of the page.  The careful, cursive style spoke of an earlier time, but Amelie could read it.  Aunt Jill had insisted she learn, even though cursive hadn’t been taught in the schools for years.
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        * * *

      

      July 10, 1959

      Dear Professor Kohensart,

      I hardly know if I should write this letter to you—let alone send it when I’ve finished.  My studies have taken an unexpected turn here in the Florida Keys.  I came to the Keys on a three year grant, nearly two years ago, to study an endangered species of deer, a subspecies of the white-tailed deer, that lives only on these islands.

      My grant supplied me with the funds for lodging in a small cabin on No Name Key and the assistance of one graduate student.  I selected a young woman, Kara, from one of my upper division courses—the only other woman in my department.  We came to our cabin on No Name Key with our bags filled with camping gear.  As the entire island is unattached to the electrical power grid, everything in our cabin had to be powered by a small, diesel generator.

      We began our work at the tail end of summer.  Kara and I followed the Key Deer, watching the different herds, naming and identifying the individuals so we could track their changes and behavior.  In the evenings, we talked and played backgammon by the dim, flickering light of a kerosene lamp in our cabin.

      Summer waned into fall, and the warm rains warned us that it would be an El Niño winter.  In order to increase our observations before the winter set in, I assigned Kara a herd of Key Deer on the coastline, and I kept track of a herd further inland.  The long, lonely hours with nothing but deer through binoculars to keep you company and a notepad to tell your thoughts to would be enough to leave anyone feeling a little edgy.  And Kara was already troubled.

      Kara had recently separated from her husband, and she spoke of him frequently during our backgammon chats.  She clearly still loved the man and was tortured by the scandal she’d caused by leaving him.  I assumed that they’d fought over her desire to pursue her studies.  I believed that she felt the same calling to science that I did.

      Every night, before we played backgammon, I looked over Kara’s notes from the day, and we discussed the changes in our herds.  The peculiarities in her observations started out small:  she spotted an albino deer.  It was odd that she hadn’t noticed the deer earlier, but albinism among deer is not unheard of.  Several days later, she saw the albino deer again.  This time, she insisted it was the same deer as one she’d been observing earlier in the month, a deer she called Chaplin.  Kara was a fan of the moving pictures, and she named many of the deer in her herd after movie stars:  Chaplin, Keaton, Garbo, Hepburn, and Astaire.

      An albino deer is an oddity; a normal deer whose fur turned suddenly white?  I was forced to begin questioning Kara’s reliability.

      The next week, Kara told me that Chaplin had lost his antlers.  Normally, Key Deer don’t shed their antlers until February or March.  This was much too early.  On the other hand, perhaps this development lent credence to Kara’s earlier claims.  Perhaps Chaplin was a very sick deer.

      Finally, on a particularly rainy night, Kara told me that Chaplin had begun to grow a new antler—a single, pearly spiral in the center of his forehead.  I suggested that the rain must have obscured her vision.  Kara insisted it had not.

      Wondering if my graduate student had lost her mind, I told Kara that I wanted to come observe Chaplin with her the next day.  I needed to know if any of her observations could be trusted or if I’d wasted two months of funding on a graduate student who was unreliable.  Was she delusional?  Incompetent?  Or purposely interfering with my research?

      Whichever it was, I knew I couldn’t use her work anymore.  She wasn’t performing serious research.  She was making up tales of unicorns.

      Kara played the next several games of backgammon in silence.  When she spoke, she pleaded for me not to interfere with the coastal herd.  She could hardly deny her advisor the chance to monitor her research.  However, she argued passionately that my presence might spook Chaplin at a critical time, disrupting the natural behavior of the herd.  She knew that her findings sounded strange and hard to believe, but she assured me they were accurate and begged me not to make a choice I would regret, destroying both my research and hers.

      I was taken aback.  I didn’t know exactly what I was dealing with, but I tried to think through the possibilities.

      If, in all unlikelihood, Kara had discovered a strange, rare illness among the Key Deer, then she was right:  changing our routines now could disturb the gentle creatures, affecting their behavior.  If, however, Kara’s work was corrupted by malice, insanity, or incompetence, then a few extra days wouldn’t substantially change the situation.  And, finally, if Kara had gone mad, did I really want to antagonize her?

      I promised Kara to wait at least a few days, pending her evening reports, before I interfered in her observations of the coastal herd.

      Remarkably enough, for the next week, Kara’s evening reports no longer mentioned the snow white deer with a spiraling horn.  When I questioned Chaplin’s sudden disappearance, Kara answered lightly that she hadn’t seen him.  The next day, when I read over her notes, a single line stood out:

      “deer with pale fur near the water—reflection off the ocean makes the light brown fur appear white—Chaplin?—can’t make out the antlers—the sound of a cracking branch—gone now”

      After that a clear pattern developed.  Any time I mentioned Chaplin, he appeared in Kara’s notes the following day, sounding increasingly sickly.  Otherwise, he was gone.

      I knew I needed to do something about Kara, but I had never fired a graduate student before.  I didn’t want to shatter her dreams of earning a PhD and condemn her to the unwanted life of a housewife.  I also didn’t want to waste my limited funds and endanger my own career.  Fortunately, Kara handled the problem for me.

      Without warning one morning, Kara told me she’d decided to reconcile with her husband.  She intended to leave the graduate program and go home to him immediately.

      Neither of us had been into the town to pick up supplies and check the post office for nearly a week, and there was no telephone in our cabin.  So, I was unsure what had prompted her sudden change of plans, but I was relieved to have my problem solved for me.  I wished Kara luck, helped her pack, and gladly walked her to the road off the island.

      With Kara out of my way, I immediately changed my routine and began observing the deer along the coastline.  Within two weeks, I’d spotted all of the deer she’d named, except Chaplin.

      Would he have hidden from me forever?  I think he might have, if he’d had the choice, but—I told you it was an El Niño winter—the rains came suddenly.  I was wading through a marsh at the edge of the ocean.  The day was almost warm, but the skies opened up with a torrent.  Heavy, large droplets filled the air, splattered over me, and left me stumbling, blinded.  I tripped, twisted my ankle, and fell into the water.  I must have hit my head on a piece of wood, because I blacked out.  The next thing I remember...

      I’m a scientist, but none of this sounds like science.  I can’t publish it.  No one will believe it.  They’ll say I’m a crazy woman, and women don’t belong in the sciences.  Maybe Kara was crazy.  Maybe I am, too.  Or maybe it’s a secret of the old world—a secret not mine to tell—a secret the world means to be kept.

      The next thing I remember, I floated above the water in a bubble, buoying me up and protecting me from the rain.  The edges of the bubble shimmered and buzzed like millions of miniscule, iridescent wings.  Against my prone back and arms, the pressure of the bubble tingled like my limbs had fallen asleep.

      The bubble floated me away from the marsh and set me down at the edge of the forest.  Then, the shimmering surface distorted, flew apart, and formed a miniature tornado mixed with the falling rain.  The tornado twisted wildly along the tree line, moving away from me.  I watched it go, and when it drew my eye to an albino deer with a single, twisting horn in the middle of his forehead, I wasn’t even surprised.

      The mouth of the tornado lifted from the ground to the tip of Chaplin’s horn.  Then the twisting, shimmering disturbance diminished and disappeared.  A moment later, Chaplin disappeared too, a ghostlike figure hidden behind the pouring rain and the branches of the forest.

      After trudging back to my cabin in the rain with an aching head, I might have dismissed it all as an hallucination.  But, in the creases of my jacket, I found the crushed bodies of miniscule insects the like of which I hadn’t seen on the island before.  I’m not an expert on insects, but they looked like cicadas, only much smaller and nearly translucent.  I gathered the tiny exoskeletons in the palm of my hand.  As I tilted my hand, their iridescent wings shimmered in the kerosene lamp light.

      I had neither the proper equipment nor training to study the insects on No Name Key, but I carefully preserved them to share with the entomology department when I returned to my university.

      Over the next few months, my work suffered.  I’d lost my assistant, and then I lost my focus.  I ordered entomology books to be shipped to me from the university library, and I pored over them late into the nights, straining to read them by lamplight.

      The habits and behavior of the No Name deer no longer held any interest for me—except for one, and I’d spend days tracking him only to lose him after a single, short sighting.  It was as if he purposely eluded me.  Perhaps he did.  I don’t know how much the changes in Chaplin’s physiology affected his brain and intelligence.

      I did learn about his life cycle.

      Here I come to the part of my story that pushes it beyond the implausible tale of a deer with a strange disorder causing it to superficially imitate the physiology of a—a unicorn—and into the impossible flight of fancy of a woman out of her mind.

      I shall never trust my judgment or own senses again.

      I tracked Chaplin every day until one day I caught up with him on a sandy beach.  He was not alone.  I was not alone.  Waist-deep in the waves, a woman covered with her own long, wet hair held her bare arms out to Chaplin.  He came to her, stepping gingerly through the surf.  She must have been kneeling for the water only brushed the small deer’s belly as it crested by the time he reached her.  He lowered his head and touched the tip of his pearly horn to her extended hand.

      The air began to shimmer around them, growing outward from the tip of his horn.  Tiny cicadas buzzed through the air around me, brushing me with their wings.  Then the swarm withdrew, back to Chaplin’s horn.

      “You’ve been following my unicorn,” the woman in the water said.  Sunlight reflected from the water, glaring all around her.  Chaplin’s white fur had never looked so bright.

      “I’ve been studying him.”  My voice faltered.  “I’ve never seen anything like him.  I just want to understand.”

      The woman quirked an eyebrow.  “You don’t have a wish that you’re hoping to make?”

      I shook my head.

      “I believe you,” she said.  She beckoned for me to approach.

      I walked up to the water’s edge.  Chaplin stood his ground instead of bolting for the woods.  I would never have an opportunity like this again, so I waded into the surf, paying no mind to drenching my clothes.  Knee deep in the water, I knelt down beside Chaplin and the strange woman of the water.

      “You can touch him,” she said.

      I put my hand tentatively against Chaplin’s side, felt his white fur and the rhythm of his breath.  All these months studying the Key Deer, and I hadn’t until that moment touched one of them.  He showed no sign of alarm, so I moved my hand upward.  I stroked his neck, let him nuzzle my palm with his nose, and then petted his long ears.

      Finally, with a deep breath, I braved to touch his horn.  It looked smooth like a pearl, but it felt bumpy, spiraled with ridges.  Up close, it made me think of the sea shells of ladder horn snails.  It was open at the top where I’d seen the cicadas come out.

      “The insects,” I said, “they come out of his horn.  It’s a symbiotic relationship, yes?”

      The woman nodded.  “The queen burrows into the forehead of a deer—or similar animal.  Then she builds her home.”

      “The horn.”

      “I’m here to harvest the eggs.”  She opened her hand, showing me a cluster of what looked like pearls in her palm.  “Their life cycle is long.  These eggs won’t need hosts for decades.”

      “You said something about wishes...”  I felt like a fool as soon as I said it.  Here I was, studying the most fascinating symbiotic relationship I’d ever seen, and I let myself get carried away by a superficial similarity to ancient mythology.

      The woman’s face hardened.  “Humans have slaughtered unicorns in the past, believing they granted wishes.”

      “It’s a myth, of course,” I said.  “It must be.  I’m sorry I brought it up.”

      The woman seemed placated by my apology, but something about the way she’d said humans had sounded strange to me, as if she didn’t think she was one of us.

      I asked if I could examine one of the eggs, and, after some thought, the woman agreed.  With three fingers, I reached into her palm and—making a choice that shall haunt me and cause me to question my own character as a human being until the day I die—carefully took two of the eggs, making it seem as though I’d only taken one.

      Professor Kohensart, that second egg is included in the envelope with this letter.  I don’t trust myself with it any longer.  Part of me wants to cut it open with a microtome knife and examine it under a microscope.  Part of me...

      Let me tell you the rest.

      After I returned the other pearl, the woman didn’t stand to walk away.  I don’t think—I’m not sure—but I don’t think she was kneeling.  I think—I can’t even write what I think.  Insects that are symbiotic with deer are far fetched enough.  Must I write words like unicorn and mermaid?

      Suffice it to say, I think the woman swam away from our meeting.

      Then, a few weeks ago, on my vacation home from the Keys, I met with my former graduate student Kara.  She wouldn’t talk to me about what had happened to her on No Name Key, but she told me the real reason that she’d separated from her husband two years earlier.  Apparently, Kara and her husband had wanted children, but they’d had no luck.  The pain of wishing for something she couldn’t have had driven her away from him.

      Yet, merely a year after inexplicably abandoning her studies with me on No Name Key to return to her marriage, Kara was the proud mother of a newborn baby named Charlie.  She told me that Charlie was a wish come true.

      Professor Kohensart, I know that anecdotes like these have no place in serious biological study.  But what am I to think?  Could the insect queen and her swarm of miniscule cicadas in Chaplin’s horn have somehow affected a change in Kara’s body to alter her barrenness?  Was a swarm of insects truly strong enough to lift me and carry me out of the marsh?  How can I even wonder at things so entirely ridiculous?  If I do wonder, then must I also wonder what else that insect queen could do?

      How am I to continue as a scientist?

      I must know if I can trust my own senses, but my studies of the crushed cicada bodies that I preserved have taught me nothing.  Perhaps with your expertise, Professor Kohensart, you can learn something from the enclosed egg.  As the foremost expert on cicadas, there is no one more qualified.

      You will tell me whether I’m sane or have lost my mind on No Name Key.  That is how I will continue.  I eagerly await your response.

      

      Signed,

      Jillian R. Anders, Ph.D.
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        * * *

      

      Amelie put down her Aunt Jill’s unsent letter.  The memory of Aunt Jill’s voice echoed in her mind.  Amelie remembered sitting on her lap as a child, listening to the stories of her many expeditions, and the many graduate students she’d advised.  Amelie had never heard of Kara before, but Aunt Jill had worked with many other aspiring women scientists.

      Somehow, Aunt Jill had found a way to remain a scientist without sending this letter.

      Amelie took the pearl from her pocket.  She placed it in her palm and pushed it around with a single finger from her other hand.  It looked like an ordinary pearl at first, but the longer she stared at it, the more it seemed to swell and shrink, almost imperceptibly, almost as if it were breathing.

      Decades had passed since Aunt Jill had sealed the pearl into that letter.  If the story were true, it would hatch soon.  It would need a host.

      Amelie went to the window of her Aunt Jill’s study and looked out at the pet pygmy goats, Fred and Ginger, munching on the lawn.  They were funny animals.  Amelie’s mom had wondered why Aunt Jill had chosen goats, instead of a more normal pet like a cat or a dog.  But Amelie thought it perfectly natural—a goat was an ungulate, like the giraffes, horses, bison... and deer that Aunt Jill had studied.

      Amelie didn’t know whether pygmy goats were similar enough to Key Deer to be appropriate hosts, and she didn’t know whether the pearl was really a cicada egg.  Or if it would ever hatch.  She supposed that she ought to have it studied.  If Aunt Jill’s story were true, it could be a treasure of science, and she’d never known Aunt Jill’s stories to be untrue.

      On the other hand, the egg might also be a living thing, almost ready to hatch.  It would be wrong to hurt it.  Aunt Jill may not have sent the letter to Professor Kohensart partly to protect her reputation, but Amelie knew her well enough to believe there had been another reason.  Aunt Jill studied animals.  She didn’t dissect them.

      Amelie slipped the pearl back into her pocket.  She would keep it.  She would need to look up the ordinances for keeping pet goats in the city, but she would find a way to keep Fred and Ginger, too.  It’s what Aunt Jill would have wanted.

      Then if the egg did hatch...  Well...  Amelie thought that Ginger would make an adorably funny unicorn.
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            THE DRAGON'S MASK

          

        

      

    

    
      Bark broke from the trunk of the sharillow trees in large, curved chunks, littering the forest floor along with their fallen leaves.  Storakka sifted through the pieces at the base of the biggest tree she could find, her talons running over the slightly curved sheaves of wood, rough on one side and smooth on the other.  Finally she found an oval one she liked, about the same size as a human face.

      Storakka’s own dragon face twisted into a fearsomely happy smile at the sight of the brown oval held in her talons.  She took the piece of bark to the edge of the forest where several of her kin-folk had charred the trees, found a nice piece of blackened twig, and drew a simple, smiling face onto the oval.

      An older, more powerful dragon might have been able to cast the spell Storakka had in mind without a physical focus for it, but she didn’t have that kind of power or skill.

      Storakka spread her wings, took to the sky, and flew to the nearest lake, deep in the middle of the sharillow forest.  She landed at the lake’s edge, held up the mask she’d crafted from bark and a simple drawing, and cast the glamour.  She watched her reflection in the water—green scales sparkling in the summer sunlight—fade away and be replaced by the image of a human woman, wearing a simple cloak and gown, with a plain, oval face.

      The face moved whenever Storakka moved the mask.  The woman stood on tiptoes when she held it up high, looking toward the sky, then knelt down low when she moved it close to the ground.  The illusory image followed the physical focus of the bark mask.  It was perfect.  Finally, Storakka would be able to use her magical abilities to enter the human town beside the forest, instead of only watching it from afar.  She would be able to meet and mingle with humans.  Her heart thudded in her broad, scaly chest.  This was what she had dreamed of for years, only now possible because she’d learned an invisibility spell to accompany the glamour.

      Storakka flew toward the village shielded from sight by her invisibility spell.  She kept low to the ground and landed far enough away from the outskirts that no one would see her glamour puppet appear as if from nowhere.  She walked into the village on three of her four legs, using a funny, hobbling gait, so she could keep the mask held at an appropriate height.  The glamour of a human woman needed to seem like she was walking normally.

      Perhaps if Storakka enjoyed her visit to the human village and wanted to come again, she would figure out how to wear the mask strapped around her long neck so she wouldn’t have to hold it all the time.

      Humans waved and smiled at Storakka’s human glamour as she entered the village.  The dragon softened her naturally booming voice to a low, gentle whisper and nervously returned the humans’ greetings.  She was half sure her voice would give her away, and she’d find herself flying out of the village with flaming arrows sailing through the air after her.

      But none of the humans noticed anything odd about the newcomer to their village.  And eventually, after strolling the roads at the outskirts of town for some time, Storakka got up the courage to ask a human for directions to the village market.  Sure, she had seen it from the sky before, but she found herself all twisted about and lost, trying to navigate the town she’d seen from the sky whilst down here in the middle of it.

      The woman who Storakka asked for directions offered to walk with her to the market.

      “What should I call you?” the woman asked as they walked together.

      “My name is Stora—”  Storakka couldn’t finish saying her own name. It was too clearly the name of a dragon.  She had not planned for this.  Her heart raced, and she feared the woman would hear it.

      “Story?  That’s pretty. I’m Faye.”

      But the woman didn’t hear the racing of a dragon’s heart; she simply saw the face of a potential new friend.

      Storakka and Faye walked together, and the dragon listened while the human told her all about the town—the local gossip, her own dreams of traveling across the countryside someday, and which stalls in the market had the best treats to buy.

      Storakka would need to bring money next time she visited.  She pictured the paltry hoard of gold in her cave back in the mountains.  She didn’t care for hoarding gold much, but it’s what dragons do.  So, she’d done it.  And while her hoard was paltry compared to that of other dragons, it would surely be enough to buy herself a few sugary treats in a human market.  But she’d need a better way to store it than spread across the floor of a cave.  Some kind of pocket.  Perhaps a satchel.

      Storakka noticed a selection of cloth and leather satchels hanging from the top of one of the market stalls and stopped to stare at them.

      “You like those?” Faye asked.

      Storakka moved the oval mask in her talon, causing the glamour of Story to shrug.  “I wish I had one to fill with my gold.”

      “Your gold?” Faye asked.

      “I didn’t bring any with me...”

      Storakka looked down at the human who had befriended her.  Faye chewed her lip, stared at the mask in Storakka’s talon, and crinkled the skin around her eyes.  She seemed to be thinking.  Judging the glamour of Story very carefully.

      Storakka looked around the market and saw other humans looking at each other—less intently, perhaps, than Faye stared at Story—but still, they looked directly at each other, staring into each other’s eyes, looking at each other’s faces.

      Storakka wondered what it would be like for a human to look at her face that way, look into her real eyes and not the imaginary ones conjured by the focus of a piece of sharillow wood.

      “You’ve run away from home, haven’t you?” Faye said.

      “Maybe,” Storakka conceded.

      “You have a rich family... but you don’t feel like you belong, and you had to run away?”

      All the dragons Storakka knew were very rich.  Faye’s interpretation was not entirely wrong.  She waggled the piece of wood, making Story nod in agreement.

      Faye reached a hand out and took hold of one of the glamour’s hands.  Storakka’s talon itched, wondering how it must feel to touch the hand of this woman who was being so kind to her.  She would never know.  All she could do was watch.

      “I don’t feel like I belong either,” Faye said.  “Come with me.  I know a beautiful hollow in the woods where we can hide and talk.  And you can tell me everything.  We’ll figure something out.  A plan for you.”

      Storakka felt a shiver over her scales, like the coldness of a waterfall splashing over her back.  Excited and uncertain.  She felt so close to this human woman, and yet so very far away.  But she agreed to come, and Faye led her through the market, buying a few treats for a picnic as they went.

      Finally Faye led the disguised dragon back to the edge of town and into the forest.  Storakka had to hobble all the way, though she watched her illusory human shadow walk with ease.

      The hollow was one Storakka recognized.  An enchanted grove.  Few humans would ever be able to find it, as it was the place where a unicorn had once died, leaving behind a protection spell for the woodland creatures she’d loved.  It was beautiful, brim-full with buttercups and foxgloves—yellow and purple, peeking from between the swooping fronds of ferns.  And thousands upon thousands of tiny white flowers, shaped like stars, dotted the mossy ground.

      Faye settled on the grass, and Storakka found a comfortable way to squat beside her, holding the bark mask at the right height.

      The human and dragon talked for hours.  They shared the kind of secrets that you only tell when drunk on the heady potential of a new relationship.  The kind of secrets that only come out after you’ve stayed up all night, discussing philosophy and meaning under the silver light of the moon.

      As morning dawned, Storakka explained that she must return home before she was missed, but Faye urged her to meet her at the hollow again in a few night’s time.  And so they planned to continue their conversation then.

      Weeks passed, and the two friends met under the waning and then waxing moon in the unicorn’s hollow more and more often.  At first, Faye always brought a picnic, but Storakka never dared to try the delectable treats laid out on a blanket for them.  She didn’t see a way to do so without breaking her glamour and revealing herself.  Faye never pressured her, and eventually stopped bothering to bring them.

      What Faye did bring was stories of the human village and her own struggles to fit in there.

      Storakka watched Faye clasp her ghostly glamour’s hands as the two of them grew closer.  She watched Faye’s eyes light up and sparkle as they connected over the ways they felt like outsiders among their own people.  She watched Faye smile—shyly at first and then like the sun itself—at the face she’d created but that wasn’t truly her own.

      Sometimes the dragon and human met at the outskirts of town instead of the unicorn’s hollow and walked through the village together, whispering secrets and seeing sights.  Storakka began to develop a limp from walking three-legged so often, but she tried not to mind.

      The dragon started to feel jealous of her own creation.  Why couldn’t she be the mask?  Why did she have to be a dragon?

      And yet... dragons weren’t all bad.  In her time, Storakka had used her strong wings to fly from one end of the continent to the other.  Her hard, metallic scales protected her from the elements, meaning she could curl up on a mountainside in the middle of a thunderous rainstorm and still sleep comfortably.  She used the fire she could conjure with her breath to roast dead deer before eating them.  And although, she certainly could use that same fire as a weapon, she never, ever had.

      Wouldn’t a clever human like Faye understand that a dragon wasn’t inherently bad?  Wouldn’t the hours they’d spent talking  and sharing count for something—a built trust?  Mightn’t Faye be able to see that many of Storakka’s dragon traits which humans feared were also strengths?

      As the sun broke over the horizon and filtered through the branches of the sharillow trees in brilliant, golden beams one morning, Storakka decided to take a chance.

      “I... want to show you something,” Storakka said.

      “Okay,” Faye agreed, smiling warmly at the bark mask.  Storakka wanted the warmth of that smile for herself, not for it to be wasted on a piece of useless wood.

      “It might scare you,” Storakka warned.

      Faye shrugged.  “You?  Scare me?  You’re my best friend.  I’ve never felt closer to another person.  And I’ve never met anyone else as much like me.  So whatever it is, I want to see.”

      Storakka drew in a deep breath and let it fill her lungs, the air roiling around inside of her, filling her with the potential to breathe fire.  But she had no intention of breathing fire.  She was going to do something much harder.  Much scarier.  And she needed to feel the fire inside of herself to gain the courage.

      She was brave.  And so was Faye.

      But their friendship... was nothing if she had to hold up a mask for Faye to look at, week after week.  Storakka had enjoyed her time with Faye, but she couldn’t play this game anymore.  She wanted something real.

      Storakka let the fire inside her cool, and slowly breathed out, trying to release all her fear along with the air.

      Then, for the first time in front of Faye, she let her glamours dissipate.

      The image of Story disappeared, and Storakka’s scaly, scintillating, emerald green body emerged from the cloak of shadows and misdirection she’d worn.

      Faye’s gaze fell on a massive dragon, contorted into an awkward position, holding an oval of sharillow bark with a smiley face drawn on it in simple black charcoal

      But all she saw—all her brain had time to process before she began screaming—was a dragon.

      As Faye screamed, she threw herself at the ground, cowering and shaking, and hiding her face.

      Abashed and horrified, Storakka cast her glamours again.  “I’m sorry,” she said, holding the oval mask farther away, trying to give Faye a respectful space.  “So sorry.”  Her apologies burbled out of her like a well-spring, pure and sweet, completely natural and uncontrollable.

      But the aftertaste the apologies left curdled in Storakka’s throat and belly, making her hate herself for being a dragon.  And she couldn’t help being a dragon.

      She didn’t
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