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Of Dispatches from the Eastern Front, Comprehensive Updates, and Unexpected Consequences





Dear Everyone,




Mid-terms start next week, and everyone is freaking out, quietly or otherwise. You see, the school’s philosophy is that the point of mid-terms is for students to prove their acquired knowledge and abilities, and that students should be able to do so without warning, so the mid-terms aren’t exactly scheduled or announced. You attend your regular class schedule, and if you’re lucky, you get handed a test to complete before class is over. Or you might get called up to the front of the classroom to provide an impromptu lecture on your independent study project. Or you might be called out of one class to the office of a professor for another class or even your tribunal and given a trial by demonstration. Or challenged to a differential equation duel with a grad student (that happened to Cole’s boyfriend, Charles Wallace. He won). Or you walk into what you think is an evaluation and find you’ve been appointed to negotiate a truce between the local chapter of the Teamsters union, a brewery, a cadet branch of the Bathory family, and Strelsau’s most respected animal rescue charity (that was Hentzau last semester. The agreement is in effect for the next ten years or the recovery of Elizabeth Bathory’s supposedly apocryphal diary, in which case, all bets are off). Or there’s a five car collision in front of the Benevolent Friars of the Knights Hospitaller Hostel, and you take control of the scene, commandeer a troop of Australian Girl Guides (Giles, please explain) to reroute traffic, triage the wounded, and catch a frightened draft horse, which wasn’t pre-arranged, but was accepted in lieu of an actual test because the student had a wailing meltdown afterwards, not that I blame her (she’s a Nepalese graduate Hentzau met in his first year. She’s now in a Gurkha squad related to Riley’s group, hunting Boko Haram. She still writes him occasionally).




All the other first year students went through this last semester. Since we’re the only cohort who started mid-year, there isn’t a lot of sympathy, and everyone’s too busy boarding up their windows and figuring out how to make flak jackets work under their school robes to give advice. The professors, when asked, will just say “get some sleep, eat like a human being, and for the love of God, don’t do anything stupid.” I really am trying to take this to heart.




Band practice has been officially scheduled for Thursday evenings, which is when I have my evening art class. Hentzau declared it so, because our Friday night get-togethers were turning into Dawn Watches Everyone Else Have Fun. I hadn’t complained, and there’s still some spillover into Friday, because I do want to hear what they’re up to. Cole explained that they’re really just playing covers while they integrate the sound of the group and figure out where everyone is. 




Not surprisingly, there’s a lot of argument between Hentzau and Lee over what to play. Hentzau favors blues and stuff from the 70s and earlier. Lee is all about rock and wants it from the 80s forward. Their repertoire is primarily American and UK with some forays into European new wave/punk when they’re feeling a bit squirrelly (I am, you realize, quoting verbatim from Cole, as I have no idea what any of this means. I just know that I recognize almost all the songs Lee chooses and about half of what Hentzau does, but it’s all good.)




Surprisingly, at least to me, is that there’s almost no arguing about who does the singing. Sabrina is the lead vocalist for about half the songs. She’s got an awesome voice, kind of smoky when it’s in her lower range and really pure tones in the upper. I finally convinced her it doesn’t bother me when she practices in our room. Lee and Hentzau split the remainder of the songs. Lee sings tenor, and I have to admit…he’s good. I walked into them doing “Tainted Love”, and yowza! Hentzau sings the lower stuff. Sabrina says they did “Ain’t No Sunshine,” and she got all tingly. Cole doesn’t sing. He says that with very few exceptions, drummers have no business singing, and he has enough work as it is just keeping the rest of them on the beat.




What else? Sabrina has been working her tail off on classes and projects. She’s been tasked with a putting together a true transmogrifying spell to try out on Salem, and she’s still in prelims. Herr Shang apparently beats the idea of quantifying all influences and defining every single limitation that has to be added. It turns out that his work is primarily in evocation as opposed to invocation. Sabrina says he doesn’t come out and say it, but he holds a very low opinion of invocators, as they get someone/thing else to do their work for them.




Lee’s been busy lately too. He’s starting to get the feel of Strelsau as a city much better than the rest of us. I tend to be limited to the school, the bistro, and the more touristy areas, as those are the spots with recognizable architecture and art history. Lee is getting to know the poor and working class neighborhoods. Hentzau’s connections actually come through there, because he’s involved in a lot of charities, and the neighborhood leaders know him. Lee’s tribunal has sent him out to consult on everything from construction projects to criminal cold cases. He comes back with some serious reporting on the state of the city. 




Two rumors have come up that Hentzau has passed on to us. The first is that Lee’s mom is moving into areas of criminal life that have never been organized before—blackmail, extortion, and very specific types of robbery. At least, this is Lee’s take on it. There’s no direct evidence that it’s her, but he says he knows her style. The second is that Dracula is in town. Hentzau says it’s unconfirmed and could just as easily be some over-excited imaginings. Dracula has been in Strelsau three times before. On the last occasion, Hentzau’s great uncle, Gustav, Clarimonda’s future husband, chased him out with literally a mob armed with torches and pitchforks. I would have paid good money to see that. Still, everyone is on alert, and no one’s running around after dark alone.




Cole’s having a rough time. Several times now, someone has taken offense to him and tried to start something. It’s happened when he’s been by himself, with classmates, and even with one or more of us. The thing is, Cole isn’t doing anything that would offend anyone. It’s what he is. Gay rights aren’t exactly as advanced in Strelsau as they are in, say, rural Texas, and he won’t lie about who he is. He’s under Hentzau’s protection, as we all are, but this crap goes down off campus, on the street, or at the club. So far, it’s been limited to scuffles, and Cole’s come back with some skinned knuckles and a black eye. Hentzau is convinced that it’s not random. There’s some serious rivalry between his family and that of the Duke of Strakenz. One of Strakenz’s granddaughters, Agnes von Holofernes, is a senior at QFU, and she’s in charge of a cohort just like Hentzau is. She also hates his guts because he killed her cousin in a duel two years ago. So he thinks she might be behind it.




Hentzau is probably the most relaxed of all of us. His betrothed, Grand Duchess Natalia Romanov, is off on some business trip. She’s promoting either her fashion line or her perfume line or her makeup line. Hentzau’s been practically easy going. Granted, I have yet to see him without a pen in hand while he reviews the business accounts or writes correspondence to someone or is working on his own classwork. What none of us has seen is his latest extracurricular romance. We’ve got him timed to about three weeks per woman, and he was due to start a new one just before Natalia left, and he hasn’t bothered. Go figure.




We did finally notice the refill of the chest you sent, which is awesome. I decided to leave the chest at Hentzau’s, since you guys packed it with stuff for everyone. Hentzau has ruled that no one opens it but me, so be sure to tell me when you trigger it. Last time, the bananas got a little rank before I checked. Probably the most popular thing is the cookies. Cole especially likes them. I think you could fill the thing daily with them, and he’d be happy.





Well, I have avoided studying long enough. I’ll write when there’s more news.




Love,
Dawn









Spring in Strelsau meant rain, usually when the temperature was still in the forties at night, so the cohort was spread around the library. Frau Finnegan had taken everyone’s school robes for drying, shoes were left on the hearth to be collected at the end of the evening, and the four of them were nursing mugs of hot chocolate or tea where they sat on the comfortable couches.




“Where’s Hentzau?” Sabrina asked.




“He’s returning from a late afternoon meeting,” Gehring assured them. “We expect him shortly.”




“Any idea what?” Cole asked Lee. Lee was the one tasked with keeping track of everyone’s schedule, since he did it anyway.




“Not class or his tribunal,” Lee answered, not looking up from his political history text. “Something family related.”




Which did not actually mean a matter to do with his little sister or great aunt, but something to do with the tangled web of family holdings, obligations, involvements, and enterprises that was part of why the Hentzau countcy was still a going concern. It could be anything from an audit of the luxury pen and art supply company his family owned to meeting with a representative from the island of Santa Lucia over which his family retained suzerainty to hearing petitions for appeals to royal civil courts from the county court to business for the upcoming Strelsau musical festival, which his family co-sponsored. 




Dawn sat on the overstuffed red couch, toes tucked beneath Cole’s leg, wrapped in one of the lap robes, pillow over her legs to prop up her journal while she tried to get caught up. Her bag of holding sat on the floor next to the couch. She was warm, tired, and distracted, staring into her mug of hot chocolate while the sound system played Saint-Saëns. Snacks were laid out on work table on the other side of the couches. Salem curled up on the back of the sofa, both sets of paws tucked under his body, eyes closed, and purring in a deep rumble. When the music was quiet, she could hear the rain outside against the windows.




It was lovely, one of those times when she wanted to take a mental snapshot and save the memory under “good times to remember”, and that was why she couldn’t concentrate. She kept wondering if it was actually real.




There had been moments on the Enterprise when she’d looked around and wondered if what she was experiencing was real or if it was another trick by Lashar Drata. The Betazoid demon had dug into her brain and caused her to hallucinate astonishingly real scenarios designed to make her give up information it wanted. Once it had that knowledge, it had continued playing with her, trying to drive her to cut herself in the same manner Doc had, all those years ago the night Buffy had sacrificed herself to save Dawn’s life. 




She’d held Lashar Drata off long enough for Kirk, Spock, and the others to kill it and rescue her. Then she’d spent four days in sickbay while Doctor McCoy worked to repair the damage it had done. Brain damage. McCoy had never phrased it that way. He talked about damaged neural connections, depleted neurotransmitters, depersonalization, derealization, the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis, and maladaptive pathophysiological changes that he was working to reverse. She just knew that she’d slept a lot while the treatments took place and endured countless scans, examinations, and training in deep meditation techniques that Spock told her would assist in her recovery.




The rest of them looked up when sounds from Hentzau’s arrival filtered in from the foyer, but she kept staring at her mug of hot chocolate, trying to determine if there were any discrepancies in the information her senses were feeding her. Sight, sound, taste, feeling, and smell all seemed to line up. She was starting to get a hungry for dinner. Everyone around her looked the way they were supposed to and acted in the manner she remembered. She realized she was waiting for someone to start bleeding from their eyes or for the queen to appear and explain, while she ate someone’s mind, that it was all Dawn’s fault.




She did look up when Hentzau came into the room, handing his school robes and suit jacket off to Gehring. He’d unbent enough to be seen in shirtsleeves, though he still kept his vest buttoned and his shoes tied while Cole and Lee pulled ties off, kicked shoes off, unbuttoned their cuffs, and rolled up their sleeves to get comfortable.




“Ladies and gentlemen,” Hentzau announced in an uncommonly cheerful tone, “you are the first to hear the announcement for this year’s Strelsau Music Festival. We have secured Eddi and the Fey as one of the opening acts.”




“No way!” Sabrina gasped, delighted. “Oh my gosh, I love their stuff!”




“Yes!” Cole declared, pumping his fists.




“Niiiiice.” Lee grinned. 




“Who?” Dawn asked.




The rest of them were used to her complete musical illiteracy. 




“An America band from Minneapolis,” Hentzau told her. “Known for a mythopoetic approach to lyrics and a sound that’s a fusion of folk, new wave, and blues. They’re a four person band, like us.”




She slowly shook her head. “Nope. No idea who you’re talking about.”




“They did ‘Signal Or Noise’?” Lee asked. He started humming, pressing his fingertips on the table in front of him like it was a keyboard.




“What’s live here, and what’s stray?” Sabrina sang, going lower in her range in a tone that was like ashes and velvet, “Tell me, please, what’s signal and what’s noise?”




“Oh, hey! I know that one!” Dawn realized. “Wait a minute, Lee, isn’t that the band you said was Led Zeppelin for chicks?”




Sabrina glared at Lee. 




“That’s not necessarily a bad thing,” Lee replied.




“Please, like you wouldn’t wet yourself if you met Dan Rochelle,” Cole told him.




“Sure,” Lee answered in a dignified tone, “but I wouldn’t get all girly over it.”




Sabrina rolled her eyes, set her school work aside, and got up. “Food coming?”




“In moments,” Hentzau assured her. “I’m relieved to find that you lot haven’t starting chewing on the furniture.”




“That was next,” Cole replied.




Dawn realized she was grinning at the camaraderie she had sorely missed the weeks she was gone. Then she lost her grin when she realized that it had been weeks for her but no time at all for the rest of them. She hadn’t told any of them, not even Sabrina. The only person who knew the extent of her travels was Herr Shang, and even he didn’t have the details, just a general idea.




Gehring and Farber laid out dinner—mouthwatering roast chicken, salad, roast vegetables, rolls, and more—and the others got up. 




“Dawn, aren’t you hungry?” Sabrina called, a little worried.




“In a sec,” Dawn replied.




She kicked off the lap robe and swung her feet to the ground, then paused as she felt in her skirt pocket for the little box of raisins she’d started carrying. She pulled it out and held it up on the flat of palm and studied it. Queen’s Best Sultanas. It was the most popular brand in Ruritania, and she ate more than her fair share, as it was a favorite snack since preschool. It had also been a vital clue several times during Lashar Drata’s torture that things weren’t what they seemed. 




Spock and Bhorzh had called it a touchstone—a talisman that telepaths used to force clear recall of who they were and what was really going on when they were in someone else’s mind. Staring at it, she could see the tiny colored dots of the printing process, and the details of the pretty redheaded woman holding a flat basket of golden grapes.




“Starting a new religion?” Lee asked, snatching the box off her hand and tossing it into the air.




Dawn gasped and was on her feet. 




“Give it back, Lee,” she ordered. “Right now.”




He gave her a dismissive glance and held the box up for inspection. “Yeah, seriously, I know you’re into raisins, but this is getting a little weird. Even for you.”




“Dammit, give it back!”




She reached for it, and he held it out of her reach, putting his other hand on her forehead and pushing her back. Panic and rage filled her, and she reached under her sweater for the gift Eshvar had given her.




Everything happened at once. Lee reeled back in shock, Sabrina gasped, and Hentzau crossed the floor in a split second.




The next thing she knew, Lee had a hand pressed to his cheek, and blood was seeping through his fingers. Hentzau had her in a half-Nelson, pulling her across across his hip so her weight was on her toes and she had no leverage. His free hand was clamped around her wrist of her knife hand. 




“Drop it, Summers.”




He didn’t squeeze or twist or inflict any pain. He just waited for her to come to her senses, which she did, and she dropped the knife. It clattered on the floor. 




“What the…what the everlasting fuck?” Lee demanded. “Jesus Christ, what the hell, Dawn?”




And Dawn realized she had just attacked him with a knife and drawn blood over a box of raisins. Hentzau kicked the knife to the side and then slowly released her. She couldn’t bear to meet anyone’s eyes. She started trembling.




“Summers, my office,” Hentzau said. “Now.”




She went without a word.




Once inside, she closed the door and sat on the bench just to the side of the door. There, she wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. She tried to do the breathing exercises Spock had taught her, tried to focus on the center of herself, visualize the still core he had described, and failed. At that point, she almost would have been relieved to realize Lashar Drata was still inside her head, playing with her. It was better than the alternative.




It probably wasn’t more than five minutes before Hentzau came in, but it felt significantly longer. 




“This is yours,” he said, holding something out to her.




She looked up. It was the box of raisins, crushed when Lee had reflexively made a fist when she’d attacked him. Without a word, she took it from him.




Hentzau picked up one of the chairs in front of his desk, turned it around and sat down.




“Explain.”




It took her a moment to make her voice work. “I don’t know if I can without sounding like I’m crazy.”




“Your sanity is exactly what Brown is questioning,” Hentzau said, leaning forward. “Summers, you laid open a two-inch cut across his cheek and missed his eye by less than an inch. I know Brown has been deliberately goading you the past few weeks, and I know this isn’t about a box of raisins, but I do need to know what it is about.”




She managed to look up at him and was astonished to find that he wasn’t angry. He was worried. Well, he was also angry, but it was under control and pushed to the background.




“I haven’t spoken about this,” she started and fumbled. “I haven’t told…anyone…”




“Try,” he told her.




She ran her fingers through her hair, a habit she’d thought she’d broken. “Um, so, Wednesday, I went somewhere else for about three weeks, and—”




“Excuse me?” Hentzau asked.




Dawn looked back up at him, cross and hurting and at a loss to make him understand. He read something in her eyes and backed off.




“I beg your pardon,” he said. “Please continue.”




She went back to staring at her hands. “I was, um, a guest aboard a ship, and we ended up fighting a demon that was…that…I had to draw it off from a girl it was trying to kill, which worked, but it got into my head. It got into my head, and it played with me, made me experience things like they were really happening.”




She stopped, trying to put her thoughts together in some semblance of order and failing. She’d pulled a knife on Lee and cut him. Hentzau waited for her to collect herself.




“There was a clue that came up,” she finally managed. “It made me realize that what was happening wasn’t real, and it kept the demon from getting too far into my head and making me kill myself.”




“And that clue was the box of raisins?” he asked.




She nodded. “I’ve had moments since then, a few, where I can’t tell if things are real or not. So I check the box, and I can figure out that I’m really here, and it’s real, and I’m not going to have my brain turned inside out in the next couple of minutes.”




He sighed. “And leave it to Brown and his absolutely failed sense of appropriateness to play Keep Away at just that moment.”




She looked up and saw that he was staring at the portrait of his family, specifically at his father’s image, and rubbing his finger across the skin below his lower lip. After a few moments of thought, he lowered his hand and turned his attention back to her.




“Very well. You’re under Spellman’s supervision for the rest of tonight,” he answered. “We’ll see if there’s any chance of salvaging the evening. Tomorrow morning, first thing, you will see Herr Shang, and you will go over this with him. Do you understand?”




She nodded.




“And while I think it’s high time that Brown had a pointed demonstration that his behavior can have immediate and unpleasant consequences, you still owe him an apology,” Hentzau told her. “That cut is going to scar, and for all that he’ll never admit to it, you frightened him badly.”




She blistered with shame.




“I’m so sorry, Hentzau,” she managed. 




“Your apology is accepted, contingent on further exemplary behavior,” he told her. “And if you fail to see Herr Shang, there will be hell to pay.”




She nodded, and he got to his feet.




“Do I have your word that you’ll refrain from attacking your fellows with an exotic knife?” he asked.




He held out the knife, hilt first.




“Yes,” she said, taking it from him.




“I do request that you not carry weapons while you’re in my house,” he told her. “It implies that I cannot protect my guests, and as far as Brown is concerned, I did fail. It’s not something I take lightly.”




“I’ll put it away,” she whispered, ashamed and guilty.




“See that you do,” he told her. “And let’s rejoin the others.”




When they went outside, Gehring had finished dressing the injury on Lee’s cheek. Lee was in one piece. From the trash Gehring collected, he’d closed the cut with butterfly bandages before taping gauze over it.




“I gave him a tetanus booster, Your Highness,” Gehring told him. “And something for the pain.”




“Yeah,” Lee said, a bitter edge to his voice, “Because on top of nearly losing an eye and getting a knife wound on my face, I get the choice between lockjaw and a shot in my ass.”




“Lee, seriously, drop it,” Cole told him.




“Because now I’m the bad guy?” Lee asked.




“Lee, please,” Sabrina pled.




Dawn handed Hentzau the knife, steeled herself and went over to him. It took her a moment to make herself look up and meet his eyes. Lee was furious, beyond furious.




“I’m sorry,” she began.




He started to scoff.




“It wasn’t about the raisins,” she continued. “But I…when you held me off, I lost it. I was scared, terrified that if I didn’t get them back that…and I was so angry…I completely lost it, Lee. I’m so sorry. It’s not okay that I did that, and I’m going to go see Herr Shang tomorrow and tell him everything and ask for his help. I’m so sorry.”




He stared at her, and for a long moment, Dawn was sure he would reject her apology and tell her to go to hell. Finally, he managed a shrug.




“I’m not thrilled,” he told her. “Okay? Last thing I need in my cohort is a knife-happy psycho.”




“Brown!”




Lee looked up. “Back the hell off, Hentzau. If she can dish it out, she can take a little.”




He looked back down at Dawn, who waited for him.




“I’m not thrilled,” he repeated, “but there’s clearly shit going down that I’m not clued into. For the last month, you’ve been getting sicker and sicker, and then Thursday, you’re all better? Except, gee, I guess not completely. So, do me a favor and give me a little warning when you’re feeling all knifey, will you? I’ll back off and give you some room.”




“Okay,” Dawn managed.




He sighed and ran his hand through his dark brown hair, then pushed his glasses back up to the bridge of his nose. 




“Besides, chicks dig knife scars, right?” he asked.




“Yes?”




He shrugged again. “So another point in my favor once this heals up. And you can tell everyone I got this defending a bunch of extremely attractive and feminine flight attendants from some pirates.”




“Sure, Lee,” she sighed, obscurely glad that he hadn’t learned that much in the last half an hour.




“And the two of us—”




“Don’t push it.”




“Okay, fine.” He smiled. “Let’s get some food.”





Of civilian drag, accidental spellcraft, and surprise monkeys



Sabrina looked up from her history book and checked the clock. Dawn had been in Herr Shang’s office for over an hour and a half now. It was a little odd to see Herr Shang in what Dawn called his civilian drag. No academic robes, just very comfortable, old and shabby clothes with a cardigan that had befriended a few moths, and worn and cracked loafers. It was the kind of thing she had seen neighbors gardening in.




After the first half an hour, Professor Jones had come in, looking rumpled and hassled. He’d nodded at her and gone into the office. Fifteen minutes later, M had arrived, and civilian drag on her looked downright and terrifyingly grandmotherly. Instead of going straight in, M, who scared Sabrina silly even though she’d never so much as frowned at her, came over.




“What is your impression of Miss Summers’s physical and emotional health, Miss Spellman?” M asked her without preamble.




Her godmother Regina had been after her to keep her mouth closed and think through her answers before she spoke. Of course, Regina also said she should plan her lies out in advance, which, while tactically sound, struck Sabrina as maybe being the type of advice she shouldn’t spend a great deal of time considering.




“Physically, she’s definitely better,” Sabrina told her, considering the last three days. “She’s got her color back, and she had plenty of energy. But she’s been kind of spacey and jumpy at the same time.”




“She’s twitchy,” Salem said, which astounded Sabrina, as he never spoke in front of strangers unless it was to mess with them. “I’ve caught her a couple of times doing a thousand yard stare.”




“I see. Has she said anything specific to you?”




“She asked me to change the spell on her bag of holding so that any of us could open it,” Sabrina told her, “and she asked me to come up with a homing spell that could find her no matter where she went, and she was kind of emphatic about the where part of it.”




“I see.”




M pursed her lips and did some contemplating of her own.




“Miss Spellman, for the time being, I’m going to extend Hentzau’s order. You are in direct charge of Miss Summers. You’re to see that she eats properly, gets sufficient sleep, and participates in appropriate social activities. Should you see that she is under undue emotional stress, you are to remove her from the situation immediately. Hentzau is your backup on this.”




“Yes, ma’am,” Sabrina managed. “Is…Dawn in trouble?”




M looked a little surprised. “No, child. I agree completely with Hentzau’s assessment of the situation. Mr. Brown received a long overdue correction to his behavior, if a little more emphatic than I’d prefer, but Miss Summers is clearly experiencing some troubling psychological symptoms that we prefer to address here and now.”




Sabrina breathed a sigh of relief. There was a whole other world of things that could go wrong, but if Dawn’s tribunal was on her side, everything would be all right in the end. Of that, Sabrina was sure.




“Oh…um, ma’am?”




M had started to turn away but turned back with an eyebrow lifted.




“You know about my project, right?”




“Your…oh, yes, Herr Shang told me of your interest. Have you made any headway?”




“Some,” Sabrina admitted, biting her lip in caution. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay with it.”




“How shall I put this?” M asked, in a musing voice. “I do not expect you to succeed, Miss Spellman, though I am delighted by your willingness to stretch your abilities, and should you succeed, I will be among the first to applaud. Just be aware that true failure may carry a heavy penalty.”




Sabrina nodded, glad to have her own thoughts confirmed. 




“I will try to keep the proceedings to a minimum of time,” M told her, “and release your roommate to you forthwith. I appreciate your patience.”




“Oh, any time, ma’am,” Sabrina answered in her sunniest manner.




M went into Herr Shang’s office, and in the brief time the door was open, she caught Professor Jones demanding, “are you sure?” in a voice that sounded very much like he was wishing someone would say “no”.




It took another forty-five minutes for the door to open. Herr Shang held it for Dawn and followed her out. Dawn was red-eyed and pink-nosed, a sure sign she’d been crying. Sabrina’s heart pinched in sympathetic misery for her.




“Miss Spellman,” Herr Shang said, his voice as soft and restful as ever, “I would be obliged to you if you would wait with Miss Summers and your honorable feline companion in the lab. We shall be a little while longer, and then Miss Summers and I will commit ourselves to some work.”




“Oh, okay,” Sabrina agreed. 




“I would most appreciate that the two of you remain on the premises,” he added.




She looked over at Dawn, who nodded without looking up.




“Sure, no problem,” she answered.




Then her stomach growled.




“Um, would it be okay if I called Hentzau and asked him to bring us some food?” she asked. “It’s been kind of a long morning.”




Herr Shang gave her a very small bow. “Please do so and ask His Highness if he would bring some of the inestimable chocolate he occasionally bestows on his unworthy teachers.”




“Sure,” Sabrina said.







The lab, which Dawn had been in only a couple of times, was one of Sabrina’s favorite places, after her room and Hentzau’s library. It was where Shang’s students practiced their spellcraft, and it was filled with all the esoteric and more common supplies their work might need. You could, if you knew where to look, find fossilized wood, live dragonflies, helium (some incantations worked better when performed in a high, squeaky voice), moonstones, thistledown, and even dodo feathers or petrichor. Sabrina’s station was over in a corner, and it was just as filled with charts, notes, dried herbs, toy cars, dissected Oreos, and sunflowers as her space in the room she shared with Dawn. Sabrina eyed it.




“Do you want to take a nap?” she asked Dawn, concerned.




Dawn really did look better. She wasn’t pale anymore or nodding off or taking deep breaths like she was sighing at the ennui of the world. Just then, though, she looked like a stiff breeze would cause her to tip over.




Dawn shook her head. “No. No naps for me right now, roomie. I left my dreamcatcher back in our room.”




“Oh.” That wasn’t good. “Do you…Dawn, do you want to talk about it?”




Dawn had been silent and drawn the rest of the night, even after Lee had unbent and started cracking jokes. It had taken Sabrina and Cole combining their efforts to get her to start talking, and they’d finally struck on one of Cole’s favorite topics—old movies—to get her to smile. 




To her surprise, Dawn nodded. “Yeah. I do. I do want to talk about it, Sabrina. I just can’t figure out how. I mean, I didn’t think it was possible, but I managed to freak out all three members of my tribunal. So I’d rather not inflict that on anyone else just now.”




“I can call Hentzau and have him bring unworthy chocolate,” she offered.




“Inestimable chocolate,” Dawn corrected, giving her the ghost of a smile. “Unworthy teachers.”




“I think he does that on purpose.”




“Probably.”




Sabrina made the call, and Hentzau gallantly replied that he would be there in half an hour. She’d found that she could just about set her watch to his promises. Dawn had set herself up with her sketchbook and was working on a sketch she’d started previously, which made Sabrina feel better. If Dawn was drawing, she could concentrate on something and wasn’t thinking so much about what her tribunal was doing.




Figuring she might as well work on a couple of the knottier problems of her transmogrification spell, Sabrina took her seat and pulled over her astronomical chart, her qi map, and the list of limitations she’d already worked out. It had been kind of pleasing that the one time Lee had looked over her shoulder, he’d tilted his head further and further to the side until he’d almost fallen over and declared he couldn’t make heads or tails of witch math. She went over measurements in earthtide, true noon, and the prevailing winds and stopped.




She checked three times. 




She could actually pull off the spell in the next half an hour, if Salem would cooperate. Excited, she hopped off her stool, dusted her skirt, and went over to the desk Dawn had commandeered, directly across from her worktable. Salem was curled up at the corner and dozing lightly, ignoring the fascinating environment in a decidedly non-catlike manner. This would be so awesome!




“Hey, kitty,” she said a foot or so away from Salem’s right ear, “how about helping me out with that project?”




“Gnzzzrrrrrrrrrrrrrrzzzz,” Salem purred. “Death first.”




Dawn, who had her headphones in and was nodding to some vigorous beat while she crosshatched a section of background, didn’t look up. Sabrina gathered up Salem, who blinked sleepily.




“Project time,” she cooed to him.




“Zzzzzrrrrr-wait, what?” Salem snorted in surprise.




She set him on the slate work surface of her table. He looked around, yawned gigantically, and licked his chops.




“Oh, this thing,” he said. “Sure, why not. Measure my greatness with your student-grade callipers, and adjust the math accordingly. There isn’t a transmogrification spell on this plane that could budge my magnificent physiognomy.”




“Yeah, that’s what you said about that ham sandwich,” Sabrina reminded him, as she double and triple checked her measurements, “and you put on almost a quarter of a pound.”




“More of me to love, wench,” Salem answered, and started dozing again. “More of me to love.”




After a few moments, Sabrina rubbed her hands together with glee. She had taken everything into account, and it would be glorious! Regina was right; learning magic properly and sweating for every single bit of it was so much more satisfying than just reading a spell out of a book. She went back to her supply cabinet and took out a small divided box with a hinged lid. She opened it on her way back and smelled the lovely fragrances of rose petals and lavender. It also had an unlovely fragrance of burnt motor oil and diesel fumes, but she did her best to ignore it.




“And now that I have the trigger figured out,” she said, sprinkling Salem with ground beans, “this will take just a moment longer.”




“Got the trigger figured out,” Salem sniggered. “Yeah, right, what’d you use, kid, a left-handed smokebender?”




“Nope,” Sabrina answered, taking a smear of the trigger in question and closing the circle’s opening with it. “Chewing tobacco.”




“Chewing t— holy shit, that might actually work!”




Salem bolted just as the circle closed and made it out by the tip of his tail. He streaked to the underside of the desk one over, and when Sabrina lurched and grabbed for him, zigged instead of zagged. He climbed the shelves and glass cases until he found a perch nearly four feet above Sabrina’s outstretched hands.




“Darn it, cat!” she yelled, shaking her fist at him. “You promised!”




“I promised to let you try to experiment on me,” he replied, and shook himself. “I didn’t say anything about letting you succeed.”




“Gah!” Sabrina stamped her foot in anger. “I’ll never be able to re-run that spell now, you big dope! There goes my mid-term! There goes half my grade in Herr Shang’s class!”




“Eh, I wouldn’t count on that,” Salem told her.




“And why would you say that?” she asked, arms akimbo, glaring at him.




“You still got your monkey,” he replied.




She stared at him for a moment before it sunk in. Because, of course, one of the limitations on the spell was for the possibility that the subject of the spell wasn’t in the circle when it closed. In that case, the spell should have reverted to whatever cat or person was nearest the circle—her. And since she was warded against being turned into a vervet by her own spell, it would fizzle out. Except, there was a slight delay between the circle closing and the spell firing, and she’d been chasing Salem.




Filled with dread, Sabrina turned towards her roommate. Only Dawn wasn’t there in her seat anymore. At least, not exactly.




Her clothes were, and there was currently something very exasperated and irritated trying to make its way out of the layers of camisole, blouse, and sweater. 




“Oh, noooooo,” Sabrina breathed. “Nonononononono, I am in sooooooo much trouble.”




A small black face ringed in white fur poked its head out of the blouse collar. It bared its teeth at her and then pulled two long, skinny arms out. 




“Dawn?” Sabrina asked. 




Clearly irritated, the monkey extricated its lower half from the remainder of the clothes, shook its head, and then looked around.




“Dawnie?” Sabrina repeated with a little more hope than was really warranted.




The monkey chittered at her, pulled itself onto the desk, and then jumped from the desk to one of the dangling bunches of dried herbs, and climbed up it into the storage rack that crossed the entire laboratory ceiling. 




Sabrina put her hands on her head and moaned in dismay.




“Oh, no, Dawn, don’t…no don’t go up there. No no, there’s a good monkey. Won’t you come back down? Please?”




Dawn the vervet monkey threw a moldering paper mache skull at her and started knocking things off the rack.







Hentzau knocked once for politeness on the lab door, waited a moment, and went in, the handles of several bags bunched in his off hand. Then he stopped in the doorway, trying to make sense out of the scene in front of him.




The place looked like a particularly creative rain of fishes, frogs, plants, and old art projects had struck. Spellman stood in the middle of it, her face streaked with dust, cobwebs, and other things. She had climbed partway onto a table and had a broom in one hand. On a chair on the other side of the table, several items of clothing were draped untidily, and a pair of matching shoes littered the ground beneath. He recognized Summers’s bag of holding and her sketchbook.




“Spellman, where’s Summers?” he asked, looking back up at her.




“Close the door!”




He slammed it shut just in time for a streak of black and gray to deflect itself by swarming up his leg, then his back, and finally on his head, pausing a moment to get better traction by digging some very sharp clawed toes into his scalp, and then launching itself to the half-emptied rack above.




“That was a—” He stopped himself. He tried to avoid stating the most obvious thing possible. “So you did master that transmogrification spell. Congratula—”




He spotted Salem, who burst out in hysterical laughter.




“Bwahahahahahahahahagaspaaaaaahahahahahahaahhaha!”




“—tions?” 




He looked around again. 




Oh, no.




“Spellman, where is your roommate?”




Sabrina climbed down, slapped the broom down on the table, and put her hands back on her hips.




“My roommate?” she asked, clearly beyond caring. “You want to know where my roommate is? I’ll tell you where my roommate is. She’s a fricking monkey is where she is! And it’s all the fault of my horrible, horrible cat!”




His father had told him there would be days like these. He just hadn’t expected there would be so many of them.







Hentzau and Sabrina leaned against one of the tables and watched monkey!Dawn’s progress through the rack. The little female vervet sorted through decades worth of storage in search of…something. Neither of them had a clue what. Anything that didn’t meet the monkey’s standards was discarded over its shoulder.




“I’ve been trying to catch her for at least ten minutes,” Sabrina said. 




“You’re never going to manage it like that,” Hentzau told her. “She’s much too quick, and she can climb.”




“Well, what am I going to do?” Sabrina nearly wailed. “Do you know what M told me? I’m in charge of Dawn—normal, human Dawn. I’m supposed to make sure that she doesn’t get stressed out, and if she does, I’m supposed to remove her from the situation. How am I supposed to remove her from being a monkey?”




“Well, you did turn her into a monkey,” he reminded her.




“With a spell meant for a cat!” Sabrina answered and then wrapped her arms around her head. “I’ll have to work the math backwards to figure out how long it’ll last.”




“She started off much larger,” he pointed out.




“It’s not based off of mass, Hentzau,” she said, still fairly close to wailing. “It’s based off of traits intrinsic to cats. Curiosity, stubbornness, finickiness, agility, ability to absorb sunlight and re-emit it as gravitons,fn1 that sort of thing. It was strong enough to hold Salem in monkey form long enough for me to take him to class for Show And Tell. Three days, tops!”




“Oh, I see.” He frowned. “Oh, yes, I do see. Though I suppose Summers could hold her own against nearly any cat when it comes to curiosity.”




“How’s she going to take mid-terms?” Sabrina asked. “And Spring Break is right after they’re over! How’s she going to get to Cleveland if she’s a monkey?”




“First thing’s first,” Hentzau told her. “Let’s see if we can’t coax her down.”




“She won’t come,” Sabrina said, depressed. “She hates me.”




“She’s a monkey, Spellman,” he said. “And she loves you. She won’t stay angry forever.”




Sabrina only sighed.




“Why, yes,” Hentzau said in a loud and carrying voice, “I do happen to have some raisins on me. Would you like some?”




Sabrina looked up as he did an exaggerated pantomime of removing three small boxes of Queen’s Best Sultanas from his inner jacket pocket. He gave her a significant look. It took her a moment to catch on.




“Oh. Oh! Why, yes, Hentzau, I would like some yummy raisins!” she said. “I’ll bet there’s plenty to share!”




“Oh, I have brought far too many raisins to eat on my own,” he continued. “Please have some raisins.”




He gave her a box, and they both made exaggerated motions opening the box. Hentzau managed to tear his box in half, scattering the raisins across the table in front of them and the floor. 




“Oh, dear!” Sabrina declared. “There are raisins everywhere!”




After less than three minutes of this demonstration, monkey!Dawn crept down from the ceiling and made her way to the furthest raisin. Hentzau and Sabrina then went on to declare themselves stuffed on raisins and left four boxes worth out in easy reach. Sabrina picked up Dawn’s clothes, shook them out, and folded them while Hentzau laid out the food he’d brought them, even laying a plate for Dawn that he filled with slices of apple, grapes, and some cubes of cheese.




“I don’t suppose you brought the chocolate, did you?” Sabrina asked wistfully.




“My two female cohort members under stress and Herr Shang, the most notorious sweet tooth in Strelsau?” Hentzau returned. “I had Farber wrap more than a pound of it.”




Halfway through the raisins, the vervet’s curiosity got the better of it. It climbed up onto the table and stared at the food.




“That’s yours,” Sabrina told her, pointing at the plate. “Go on. All yours.”




“What else do you suppose her species eat?” Hentzau asked.




“Oh, I researched it,” Sabrina answered. “Mostly fruits, some flowers. They’ll raid nests for eggs and chicks. Insects aren’t out of the question.”




“Let’s stick to fruit for now.”




He poured a paper cup of water and set it where monkey!Dawn could reach it. They both watched as the monkey manhandled the cup up to her chest and finally tilted it to her mouth, only to be half-drowned.




“Perhaps not so much with the agility,” Hentzau noted, dipping a cold sausage in some mustard.




“Give her a break,” Sabrina defended her roommate. “Her sense of proportion has to be completely messed up right now.”




“True.”




So full her stomach was visibly distended, monkey!Dawn laid out on her side and relaxed. Hentzau held out his hand, palm away from her, and allowed her to play with his fingers and then chew on them. In another few minutes, the little vervet accepted some tentative scritches and trilled. Sabrina reached over and twitched the end of her tail. The monkey flipped it away from her and then brought it back.




“She makes a very nice monkey,” Sabrina said.




“Well, I’m sure that can’t be said of many of us.”




The scene wasn’t much different when the tribunal finally adjourned and came in. There was a moment of utter silence as Herr Shang, Professor Jones, and M looked around the room, studying the shambles it had become. Then the stack of clothes, now topped by Salem, the hearty lunch, and the two undergraduates chatting over the remains while a monkey lolled between them, chewing on a piece of soft pretzel.




Jones was the one who recovered first. 




“I’ve gotta hand it to you, Hentzau,” he said, scratching the back of his neck, “when it comes to taking the cake, your kids kidnapped the staff and burned down the bakery.”




“Thank you, sir,” Hentzau answered. “We do pride ourselves.”




“I could go back,” M muttered to herself. “Every record of my last job shows that I was assassinated and buried in Scotland, but I could find some way to get my old job back.”




Herr Shang regarded the mess with a calm eye. “I see the lapse between closing the circle and the spell triggering was your undoing, Miss Spellman.”




“Yes, sir,” she managed.




“Yet, as the first to successfully complete your spell, you are hereby awarded immunity to the mess you’ve created. Your classmates may faint with envy at the sight of your shadow, but I think they will find the cleaning up educational.”




“Um…I don’t suppose you can undo it?” she asked.




He blinked at her. “And why would I do such a thing? No one was harmed. Miss Summers was in desperate need of respite from the stress of her abilities and experiences, and you have granted her that.”




“Sir, her mid-terms,” Hentzau said.




“Your protegée’s progress has been found to be acceptable and satisfactory,” M told him. “She delivered a great deal of valuable information and original research to us. You may consider her mid-terms successfully completed.”




“I just don’t see how that’s going to fit on a report card,” Sabrina murmured to herself.




Professor Jones was still shaking his head, looking around.




“Hentzau, run those two home,” he told Hentzau. “You might want to stop at The Old Bottle Shop on the way. If any store in Strelsau is going to carry a harness for a monkey, it’ll be that place.”




“I don’t suppose you have a cage that can take a monkey, do you?” Hentzau asked the three teachers. “The last thing we want is for Miss Summers to go running off into Strelsau. Especially in this weather.”




“Yeah, that’ll be awkward when she changes back,” Sabrina managed.




Shang snapped his fingers and held out his hand. Monkey!Dawn looked up, trotted the few steps over to him, and then climbed up his arm to his shoulder. She held on to his cardigan and leaned forward while he whispered something into her ear. Then she stood partway, took his ear in her little monkey hands, and chittered something in return. Shang nodded once, and she ran down his arm to the table and took a seat there, looking up at Hentzau and Sabrina.




“She will stay with you unless some great distraction or fright drives her off,” Herr Shang told them.




“Thank you, sir.” Hentzau gave him a nod. “Spellman, are you ready?”




“Oh, sure. Let me just grab my stuff and Dawn’s.”




“We’ll probably run into Sear and Brown when we go into Die Alte Flasche Geschäft,” he said. “And we’ll have to explain.”




Sabrina winced. “Herr Shang, what are the chances that Dawn remembers much of what happens when she’s a monkey?”




Shang considered Dawn. “The memory of this creature is not the same as our own. She may remember moods and images. Specific actions may only be impressed on her if they carry a significant emotional weight.”




Sabrina deflated, thinking about Lee’s most likely reaction. “Oh, damn.”







fn1. Please see Robin Wood’s Unified Theory of Cat Gravity, which explains this phenomenon in greater detail.





Of curiosity shops, false ghosts, and obvious setups



Die Alte Flasche Geschäft did not qualify as an antique store. While there were some items in there which were legitimately old, and the owner, Mister Arany, could spin a tale of provenance that would leave a collector ready to forgive a complete lack of documentation, most of the store’s goods fell into the categories of curious, vintage, odd, or classic. There was, in fact, a long wall of shelves with an assortment of bottles. Everything from American Coke bottles to fancy perfume bottles to milk bottles to old onion bottles, fiascos, bocksbeutels, snuff bottles, djini bottles, magnum wine bottles with brittle labels, codd neck bottles with self-sealing marbles, double-mouthed bottles, and even a little brown jug. The sealed bottles had things in them—rolled up messages, sailing ships, seashells, or puffs of smoke that settled on the bottom of the bottle in a thin layer of incredibly fine dust. The old bottles were crusted with dirt, dried clay, and other less friendly things. There were no new bottles to speak of.




The shop itself was littered with stacks of things gathering dust—rolled up carpets that might have once contained an Egyptian queen, camp chairs, an astonishingly lifelike chess set, a set of dolls with eyes that appeared to follow people who passed by, small incomplete sets of tea cups and saucers, a toy horse, a selection of cavalry sabers, a collection of antique keys ranging in size from as long as a forearm to as small as a pearl earring, a peeling leather trunk filled with stacked, folded, and rolled up maps of countries that no longer existed, a crate of vacuum tubes, several tea caddies in metal, ceramic, and wood, a seamstress’s dummy of an astonishingly large and buxom size, a wooden crib with no wear at all, a cask of buttons, shoeboxes filled with letters and photographs, a penny farthing bicycle, shelves filled with books that had no record of publication, a wooden Indian, a 12:1 model Curtiss Jenny biplane with pilot and observer, trunks filled with antique clothes, and a small barrel organ, complete with a taxidermied monkey lifting a balding velvet hat and holding out a tin cup.




Sabrina and Hentzau stared at the monkey. Sabrina held monkey!Dawn a little closer to her, like a baby in need of burping. Salem sat at their feet and stared at the monkey with the tin cup.




“Yep, this thing’s for real,” he told them. 




“You know, I always thought that thing was kind of creepy,” Sabrina admitted. “Now it’s completely horrible.”




“Your Highness, Miss Spellman,” Mister Arany greeted them, coming out from a backroom separated by a curtain. “Always a pleasure to see you in my shop. I’ll let the boys know you’re here.”




“Thank you.” Hentzau replied without looking over at the man. He, too, was focused on the now especially grotesque stuffed monkey.




Arany took a pole from beside one of his curio cabinets, lifted it, and banged the ceiling three times.




“And I see mid-terms are officially under way,” Arany observed, coming around the counter.




Monkey!Dawn looked up from Sabrina’s shoulder, saw Arany, and scrambled out of Sabrina’s arms and up onto her shoulders, holding onto her head for balance. Then she started making a series of clicks, louder and louder, looking from Mr. Arany to Hentzau and Sabrina and then back.




“What’s wrong, sweetie?” Sabrina asked, looked up. “It’s Mr. Arany. You’ve met him.”




“Don’t worry, Miss Spellman,” Arany told her with a reassuring gesture of his hand. “I don’t take it personally. Me and most animals don’t really get on, you might say.”




“Oh. Well, okay. I guess,” Sabrina managed.




She rather liked Mr. Arany. Whenever they talked, he was always very considerate, reminding her of Hentzau a little, and he’d somehow managed to figure out that several rolls of pictures in one of his collections had actually been taken by her mother, and he’d given them to her at no charge. He’d even refused however much they’d cost him in the first place. Dawn had never liked him, never felt comfortable around him, said she got a bad vibe off him, and referred to someone called Doc. She’d flat out ordered the others not to buy anything from the shop or trade for anything either. So it wasn’t surprising that even as a vervet, she found him alarming. She abandoned her post and jumped to Hentzau’s shoulder, standing there, gripping his ear, and making the clicking call several more times, and she never let anything get in her line of sight to Arany.




When Arany noticed Salem at Sabrina’s feet, he paused and considered.




“I take it things are a bit more complicated than you planned for,” he said.




Sabrina nodded glumly. “The problem is, I don’t know when the spell’s going to wear off, and if she’s still wearing a leash or harness when she changes back to human, it could kill her.”




Monkey!Dawn chittered at him. Hentzau put his hands on her and lifted her down, but she turned her head to keep Arany in sight.




Two sets of feet started down the stairs in close order.




“Sometimes,” Arany continued, “I think Herr Shang’s purpose in requiring a transmogrification spell for your first mid-term is to teach you that there is a very large margin of unpredictability with any spell. The fact that you wanted a monkey and you got a monkey is a significant success, Miss Spellman.”




“Hey,” Lee called, hitting the foot of the stairs first, “you got your spell done. Awesome, blossom!”




He came over and raised his hand for a high five. Sabrina only looked up him, terribly guilty. Cole came up after him. He studied the vervet in Hentzau’s arms much more closely.




“So where’s Dawn?” Lee asked. “Shang sentence her to bread, water, and smugness?”




“Lee, don’t be mean,” Sabrina said, giving him a despondent look.




The monkey chittered at him, unable to see Arany, who had withdrawn to the counter. Unhappy, she climbed out of Hentzau’s arms, jumped onto Lee’s shoulder, and stood there. Lee turned his head a bit, careful not to knock the monkey off, and glanced up. Then stopped. 




“Uh, Sabrina, did your spell default to a female monkey for some weird reason? I can’t see Salem being thrilled with a gender swap as well as a species one.”




“Um…guys,” Cole said, looking closely into the monkey’s eyes. “There’s someone in there, and I don’t think it’s a cat.”




“Look, Sabrina,” Salem said, climbing onto the top of a rolled rug. “Your boys have learned how to rub a couple of clues together.”




Both young men went wide eyed. Monkey!Dawn, satisfied that Arany had gone away and was not a danger anymore, turned her attention to Lee’s thick head of hair and began to sort through several locks, grooming them. Lee, maintaining a completely straight face, blinked a couple of times.




“So, I’m guessing things got a little weird, huh?” he asked.




“Salem ran out of the circle right when the spell was triggered,” Sabrina told him. “Dawn was the closest when it actually hit, so she was the one changed to a monkey.”




He didn’t immediately laugh. Instead, he manfully mastered his impulses, keeping his mouth completely still. It wasn’t perfect. One corner trembled a little bit, so he pressed his lips together. He pressed his knuckles to his mouth and squeezed his eyes shut, shaking a little. When the shaking became more noticeable, monkey!Dawn scolded him, which only made it worse.




“You want me to take Dawn?” Cole offered.




“Please.” It came out as a high pitched squeak, and Lee wrapped his other hand around his stomach.




As soon as Cole picked monkey!Dawn up, Lee walked to the door and went outside. While the door was sturdy, it didn’t succeed in keeping the sound of his maniacal laughter outside. 




“He really is trying,” Sabrina told Hentzau, looking up at him.




Hentzau sighed the sigh of the sorely tried and stayed quiet.




After a few minutes of decreasing laughter, hoots, chuckles, and snorts, Lee came back in, upright and calm. He wiped his eyes and cleared his throat. When he rejoined them, monkey!Dawn struggled out of Cole’s hands and reached for Lee. Without a pause, Lee picked her up and deposited her back on his shoulder, where she started hunting through his hair again.




“Chicks dig my hair,” he told them.




Everyone stared at him. 




“Grooming behavior reduces stress in primates,” he continued. “And Dawn’s stressed out. So, she ca-owowowowowow!”




He leaned over and over until the monkey was almost standing on his ear before she stopped. Curious, she bent around to meet his eyes.




“Watch the claws,” he ordered.




She peeped something apologetic and went back to his scalp while he straightened up.




“Like I was saying,” Lee continued, “she can mess with my hair as much as she likes, if it helps her calm down.”




“You won’t mess with her?” Sabrina asked.




“Seriously, Sabrina,” he told her, “whatever my faults may be, I don’t torment things that can’t torment me back. It’s cheap and lacks style.”




“And you won’t use this against her once the spell has expired?” Hentzau prompted.




Lee sighed, aggravated. “I get one mention, okay? When she’s all better and can cope with a little teasing. Nothing mean.”




Hentzau’s eyes narrowed.




“Oh, come on!” Lee insisted. “This is a once in a lifetime opportunity. One line, that’s all I’m asking for.”




“I get to warn her,” Sabrina negotiated.




“Sure.” Lee grinned. “That makes it even better.”




Hentzau sighed. “Fine, but if I rule it out of bounds, I will allow Summers a retaliatory strike.”




“You know, the two of them should just get it out of their systems,” Sabrina said, brightly.




All three men looked at her with expressions of mingled horror, embarrassment, and curiosity.




“With a game,” she continued. “So there isn’t any bloodshed. Like that game you told me about, Lee, where everyone goes around killing everyone else with sporks.”




Now Hentzau and Cole looked at Lee.




“It’s a little more complicated than that,” he said. “Besides, Assassin works better with a large group of people instead of two.”




“Maybe we could put you two in charge of separate teams,” she suggested.




“Let’s wait until she’s human again, okay?” Cole said.




They spent some time debating possible restraints to keep monkey!Dawn from bolting into danger and took a look at the offerings Mr. Arany had. Monkey!Dawn was actually smaller than Salem by weight and length, not counting tails. The concern about the harness not strangling, choking, or cutting her to pieces when she changed back was paramount, but comfort, style, and whether or not the leash could be attached at mid-back were on the list as well. 




Arany dropped off a selection of possible harnesses for them to sort through and went back to his usual spot behind the main counter while monkey!Dawn uttered outraged clicks at him.




“Why does she do that?” Sabrina asked, reaching up to stroke monkey!Dawn and distract her.




“It’s an alarm call,” Lee said. “Vervets are actually pretty awesome. Smart, look after their babies, and they understand each other’s calls. That was actually an alarm call for a snake, which, weird, but we know Dawn doesn’t like Mr. Arany.”




“Are we still doing the catacomb mapping?” Sabrina asked.




“Of course,” Hentzau answered, untangling several different harnesses. “I won’t vouch for your grade if you skip out.”




She shuddered.




“You don’t even have claustrophobia,” Cole told her. “What are you so worried about?”




“I just feel really bad for the people who do,” Sabrina replied. “We’re not doing patent leather, are we?”




“No,” Hentzau answered firmly.




“What, no jewel encrusted monkey harnesses in a trunk in your attic, Hentzau?” Lee asked. 




“Strangely enough, my family has never been very interested in monkeys as pets,” Hentzau answered, examining a pink set of harness and leash and setting it aside due to fraying. 




“What about the catacombs?” Cole asked. 




“It’s one of the few areas where I have very limited information,” he admitted. “The catacombs have always been something the people of Strelsau took care of and expanded on when they could. Very few of the nobility did much with it—or admitted to it, I should say. The connecting tunnels were a boon to smugglers.”




“Oh, hey, speaking of which,” Cole said, pulling a note out of his pocket, “I found this in my mailbox at school. It’s unsigned, but someone wants me to take a look at Elſi the Match Girl. What do you know?”




“There is no such ghost,” Hentzau answered, looking up. “It’s an old story that was used to drum up support for the first workers’ unions in Ruritania. A girl of twelve or thirteen who died of white phosphorus poisoning because her employers were too cheap to switch to the safer red phosphorus.”




“Wait, not really a ghost?” Cole asked. “Is that common knowledge?”




“Well,” and Hentzau shrugged a bit, “it’s not really spoken of beyond the story. It’s a classic ghost story, and most Strelsau children sneak out at night at some point to see her, and it’s very popular on the tourist ghost tours. But there was never any girl named Elſi, though dozens, if not hundreds of girls perished of phosphorus poisoning or other related maladies.”




Lee whistled under his breath, causing monkey!Dawn to look up and around. He patted her until she relaxed again.




“Bad way to go,” he said. “Phossy jaw is pretty horrific.”




“One of the reasons the story of Little Elſi is so appealing,” Hentzau answered, his tone colored by a tinge of disgust. “Modern day people wanting to see what it looks like when a girl’s jawbone glows in the dark. That’s how you were supposed to find her, according to the story.”




“That’s horrible,” Sabrina said. “Does anyone else think it’s strange that none of the ghost stories that get told have actual ghosts as a basis, but of all the ghosts Cole has worked with, none of them have stories told about them?”




“Human nature,” Lee answered. “If people told stories about actual ghosts, they might have to overcome their fears to help a restless spirit, and we can’t have that.”




“Wait a minute,” Cole protested. “I get an anonymous note saying that I should look into ghost, presumably with the idea that I can put her spirit to rest, and it says specifically that I can find her under the horse’s tail at midnight tonight. What does that even mean?”




“Oh, here’s a good one!” Sabrina said, holding up a harness with multiple safety releases and a mid-torso leash attachment.




Hentzau paused and looked up at Cole, frowning. “Under the horse’s tail? That’s a reference to King Stefan’s equestrian statue. You say you’ll meet someone under the horse’s tail. It means you’ll meet them at the statue’s north end.”




They all paused and looked at Cole. He still had one set of knuckles with scabs and some green coloration on his left cheekbone from the last scuffle at a coffee stand.




“I think you’re being set up,” Lee said.




“I think it’s high time we returned the favor,” Hentzau said.




“Yeah,” Cole agreed. “I think so too.”




“Do you think it’s Holofernes?” Sabrina asked, worried.




“I think it’s likely,” Hentzau replied. “I’d like to find a way to settle this without more bad blood and at the same time, make it clear that she and her cohort are far better off leaving us alone.”




“It’s too bad you can’t use that Assassin game instead of a duel,” Sabrina said, tugging hard at one of the safety releases on the harness she’d found. It popped open.




“Yeah, it is too…” Lee started and then paused. He looked over at Hentzau. “Is there any reason we couldn’t? I mean the terms of a duel have to be stated ahead of time, right?”




“Yes, but it’s the challenged party who chooses the weapons and terms,” Hentzau answered.




“Riiiiight,” Lee said, “because none of us are capable of picking a fight with a pack of prima donna Eurotrash.”




“Don’t underestimate that pack of so-called prima donnas,” Hentzau said. Then he stopped and considered the idea. “We’d need an unimpeachable witness, or they’d go back on it in an instant.”




Monkey!Dawn climbed down from Lee’s shoulder into the pile of harnesses and studied the one Sabrina held. After a moment, she picked up a loop and began to gnaw on it.




“Hey, guys, I think she likes this one!”




The rest of them considered the issue. 




“We’ve got the rest of the day to scope out the square,” Lee said. “And I’ll just bet Sabrina has some tricks up her sleeve.”




“I’ll bet monkey!Dawn can help,” Sabrina crooned, stroking the soft brown fur on the top of her head.




Monkey!Dawn looked up at her and chittered a bit. 




“Let’s not plan on that,” Hentzau said.







This time, the rain was in their favor, Hentzau thought, watching the deserted square. Once the weather was better, King Stefan’s square tended to have people until the very early hours of the morning. This way, they could keep an eye on the people wandering in and out. Of course, that was probably why von Holofernes had chosen it as well—a likelihood that there would be no witnesses to whatever befell Sear. 




“Book, this is Crow,” he said softly into his mike. “Report.”




One of the things on their side was Brown’s ease with technology. In the time left after deciding that they would do something about this, he’d gotten cameras into position on all of the entrances to the square and most of the streets leading to it. He’d set all their phones up with an app to access the cameras, but he had the only screen large enough to view all the feeds at once.




“Party coming north on Königin Straße,” was the response in his ear. “Two split off to the Arsenal. The rest will be entering on the south side in less than a minute. Over.”




Hentzau swiped through the camera feeds until he found the south entrance and watched, waiting. His two wolfhounds, Huginn and Muninn, sat next to him. He’d taken his spot in the darkest area of the portico of the Strelsau National Opera, currently between productions. He could reach Sear in the time it took him to run fifty yards. Sabrina was posted in a sheltered alcove off the national portrait gallery, monkey!Dawn tucked into her coat for warmth, around eighty yards off. Brown was closest, sitting on the steps of the Grand Arsenal in plain view. Brown thought, and Hentzau had to agree, that von Holofernes’s cohort was probably arrogant enough to go through with any attack even if there was a witness.




Not for the first time that night, he wished Summers wasn’t currently a monkey. She made an excellent lieutenant. She was seasoned in battle, canny about tactics, and skilled in hand-to-hand combat. She’d picked up on the different influences and currents of power in the capital as he’d described them and had been able to identify potential threats and complications almost as well as Brown. She could keep Spellman focused—no small thing—reassure Sear and usually bully Brown into whatever needed to be done. Even her faults—an appalling tendency to throw herself into danger without a second thought and a stubbornness equal to his own—made her more dependable in circumstances like this. Working around her absence made him uneasy. 




As he watched, the larger group came in through the square’s south entrance and began strolling through the square, talking and laughing. Their leader, Agnes von Holofernes, the granddaughter of the Duke of Strakenz, was a contemporary of his—same age, similar wealth, similar family, though far more of hers were still alive, and she was a good friend of Talia, his betrothed. They had been friendly until he’d killed her cousin, but he’d never let his guard down around her. He’d never trusted her, never liked her. That night, she was dressed down for the evening, like a middle class student instead of a wealthy debutante. 




Margrave Frey von Tarlenheim stayed with her, ready to take on whatever work she required. Baroness Charna von Frankenstein, Albin Gizlis, and Kurt Vilkas, the other members of Holofernes’s cohort were also with them. Hentzau stood straight up, his skin tingling the way it did before he went into battle. This wasn’t some prank, however indefensible. Holofernes had chosen that night to send a message directly to him—that she would deal out whatever harm she chose to those under his protection, and he couldn’t stop her.




“Book, Broom, stand ready,” he breathed into the mike in his cuff. “Go in as soon as you see me move. Over.”




Then he turned to his dogs. Ruritanian wolfhounds weren’t in high demand anymore, there being very few wolves left in the country. They required a great deal of care, an enormous amount of food, a lot of room to run, and constant training. Most people—including his ducklings—thought they were enormous goofballs, liable to trip over themselves, and able to soak a pants leg with copious drool. Most people. Like his father, his grandfather, and his great grandfather, Hentzau had trained his dogs to hunt two-legged prey. In fact, the law of his county said he could only use them for vampires, escaped convicts, and fugitives. Of course, he wasn’t in his county just then.




He took their leashes off and spoke quiet words to them, rubbing their grizzled eyebrows and large, soft ears. They whined softly and pawed him.




“Wir jagen,” he whispered. “Geht.”fn1




They trotted out into the square, silent gray shadows.




There was a reason his family had a very bad reputation over the years, and it was only partially attributable to the third Rupert of Hentzau. He stayed in the shadows and watched his hounds, each capable of bringing a grown man down and killing him with one bite, start to circle around Holofernes’s cohort, and he smiled. It was a very good thing to know you could strike fear into the hearts of your enemies, especially when they thought they could fuck with yours and escape unscathed.







Cole sat on the edge of the pedestal of King Stefan’s statue. He occasionally looked up and considered the foreshortened silhouette of the old king of the Ruritans, Hentzai, and Strakenzii, the one who’d driven back the terrible Huns and held out the even worse Germanic tribes. The city was dark enough that a few stars peeked out against the usual light pollution. It was just coming up on midnight, and he was cold and wet, and his butt hurt. Being the bait was not a lot of fun.




There was, of course, no actual ghost of Elſi the Match Girl. Even if there were, it wouldn’t show up in King Stefan’s square, since it was a very busy, public place. Ghosts didn’t tend to manifest where lots of people saw them. Something about the daily wear and tear of life dispersed whatever circumstances were necessary for a ghost to appear.




A bird chirped over toward the Grand Arsenal, which was his signal that someone likely was coming. Not that he knew anything about bird calls, but it was pretty obvious that at this time of night and in this weather, the only bird that might be chirping would be a sound file Lee played off his laptop. So, pretending he hadn’t noticed anything, he sat, swinging his legs and swiping through the camera views on his phone. Two men in disheveled uniforms were stumbling in from the Arsenal side, arguing and singing drunkenly. He could already hear them. 




From the south side, between the National Opera and the Saint Drogo cathedral, another group of people were coming in. He recognized Albin Gizli and Kurt Vilkas from his own classes. Not people he liked. Gizli had already tried to pick a fight with him, and when he’d failed, he’d started calling Cole names—eunuch, sodomite, catamite, that sort of thing—and throwing things at him. Kurt had finally dragged him off, not from any concern for Cole’s well-being, but because enough people around them started to yell back that Gizli was making his cohort look bad.




“Hey.”




It was one of the uniformed drunkards—soldiers, now that he could see the details of their uniforms—in front of him. He looked up, startled, switched off his phone and tucked it into his coat pocket.




“You got a cigarette?” one of the two asked him. In English. Talk about a dead giveaway.




“Sorry, man,” Cole replied, “don’t smoke.”




“Course he doesn’t have a fag,” the other one said and cuffed the first, “he is a fag.”




“Ha! That’s really clever!” Cole laughed. “Because cigarettes are called fags and so are homosexuals, and I’m a homosexual. It’s a play on words. Wow, are you a professional joke writer? You do stand up, don’t you? Because, seriously, that was funny. I’m still laughing.”




The trick was to sound utterly sincere. It took assholes a few moments to work their way around to dealing with an unexpected approach. Out beyond the soldiers, about twenty yards off, the second group of people had stopped. They were chatting, but they were all looking towards Cole and the two soldiers.




“What are you doing out in the rain like an idiot?” the first soldier asked.




“Are you sure you want to ask that question,” Cole returned. “Since you’re also out in the rain?”




They bristled. Cole did his best to keep from focusing on just the men in front of him. Kurt and Albin’s group was definitely watching, which worried him. Then he saw a gray shadow, forty yards off, trot past silently. One of Hentzau’s dogs, which he specifically said would stay with him unless there was serious trouble. Not good. The second soldier took his momentary distraction as a cue.




“What do you know, faggot?” he demanded, pushing Cole with his fingertips.




Yeah, definitely not good.







Monkey!Dawn cheeped at her from inside her coat, an uncertain, unhappy little sound. Sabrina snuck her another raisin, but Dawn wouldn’t be bought off this time. She put her little head out of the collar and made a querulous noise.




“Shhh,” Sabrina whispered. 




She had no idea how well sound carried under those circumstances, but she didn’t want to mess up.




From her position, she’d been able to see Hentzau send out the wolfhounds, which meant that the second group had to be Holofernes’s people and that he wanted to scare them silly. She’d only ever seen the dogs on Friday nights when they were outside, and they were always big, goofy sweethearts who wandered from person to person looking for a lap they were still convinced they could fit into or maybe an ignored sandwich crust. Right now, they looked more like wolves than dogs, and not very nice at all.




“Trouble,” Salem said.




He could see better in the dark, of course, but while she couldn’t make out details, the sudden blur of movement followed by delayed thumps and grunts made it clear that the soldiers had gotten the fight they’d asked for and a great deal more. Sabrina pulled her hood over her head, put one hand on Salem and another on monkey!Dawn and ran for it. 




Hentzau used a tin whistle to get the dogs’ attention, and they were all rushing towards Cole. As soon as she made it past the front of the statue, Sabrina saw that Cole had knocked down both of the soldiers, and that Holofernes and her cohort had moved in. One man, easily Cole’s height and heavier, had a hand on Cole’s collar and was dragging him away from the pedestal. The others had spread out to circle him. As Sabrina ran, one of Hentzau’s dogs raced past her, all long limbs and streaming ears.




She came to a stop on Hentzau’s left and saw Brown amble up on his right. Huginn and Muninn had come in from opposite directions and were now circling Holofernes’s group, stalking. Growling. It took her a moment to realize what it was. She thought there was a loud truck in a low gear several blocks away. The hounds’ growl was so deep, it could make pebbles dance on the wet pavement. Their eyes glowed in the dim light. She swallowed hard and kept a hand on Salem.




“Call your dogs off, Hentzau,” Holofernes said, turning to face him.




She was a little younger than him, tall, at ease with command, and pretty in a blunt Teutonic sort of way.




“Call yours off first,” he replied in an ice cold voice.




The soldiers, who probably hadn’t even been bribed but just pointed towards what they were told was an easy figure of fun, got to their feet and looked around, uneasy. Cole knocked his third attacker’s hand away and straightened up. He kept the pedestal at his back. Huginn and Muninn paced between the members of Holofernes’s cohort, coming up to or past the waist on several of them, and started sniffing.




“Boys, Baroness, relax,” Holofernes said after a long moment of silence. “Join me.”




“Bei ihm bleibt,”fn2 Hentzau commanded the two dogs. 




They went over to Cole and sat on either side of him. Uncertain and worried, Sabrina looked around to see whatever everyone else was doing. Lee, she noticed, was carefully looking over each of the members of Holofernes’s cohort, like he was cataloging what they wore. She glanced over them as well, not sure exactly what he was looking for, and then she noticed Holofernes’s boots. 




“Hey,” Salem whispered in her ear. “Hey, whatever it is, Sabrina, let it go.”




“She’s wearing steel toed boots,” Sabrina answered.




“What did you say, girl?” Holofernes demanded. “Has your mentor taught you no manners?”




She was shaking with anger when she looked up and met the woman’s eyes.




“You’re wearing steel toed boots,” she said clearly. 




“What of it?” Holofernes returned. “I wear what I like.”




“Okay, that’s it,” Salem announced. “I’m outta here.”




Salem jumped from her shoulder and took off like he’d been scalded. 




“Spellman,” Hentzau said, holding out a hand.




“People wear steel toed boots if they work on a construction site,” Sabrina answered. “Or if they’re planning on kicking someone to death.”




The two soldiers looked distinctly panicked and started backing away.




“Nacht-hexe,”fn3 one of them whispered and crossed himself.




Monkey!Dawn wiggled her way out of Sabrina’s coat and climbed up onto her shoulder, chittering loudly. She started yanking on Sabrina’s hair. Sabrina tried to shrug her off, but the little monkey moved from one shoulder to the other, using Sabrina’s long hair almost like vines for swinging. She finally had to grab the vervet with both hands and hold on to her.




In that time, Hentzau had walked forward several steps and stood directly in front of von Holofernes, using every inch of the eight inches he had on her to intimidate.




“You’re a bigot,” he told her, “a racist, a homophobe, and a Pharisee. At least your cousin had the courage of his convictions before he died on my sword. You’re just a coward.”




Holofernes backhanded him. Hard.




Hentzau took a step back, rubbing his jaw, one corner of his mouth pulled up in the start of a smile.




“I’ll take that as a challenge,” he said.




“Take it as whatever you like, traitor’s son,” she spat at him.




Hentzau instantly lost all humor. The air was charged, and Sabrina wondered if they’d be playing Assassin or arranging an actual duel.




“What is this?” a new voice asked, clear as a golden bell.




Startled, Sabrina turned just as everyone else around her either curtsied or bowed. Several yards away, having walked up unnoticed from the Strelsau Grand Opera, was Her Highness, Antonia, Princess Royal of Ruritania, and with her was the chair of the matriculation board, M.




“It would appear, Your Highness,” M said, her voice dry as an old bone, “that a flock of my students have decided to flout custom and try to settle their differences in the middle of the night in a drizzle with no witnesses.”




Antonia studied each person with a calm and pointed look. Salem wove between her dress hem and her cloak, stropping himself against her legs.




“Well,” she said, “I did see the Lady von Holofernes strike the Graf von und zum Hentzau. Both are of age to participate in a duel, though they have not yet reached their majority. It is our duty, as witnesses, to dissuade them, is it not?”




“You know your duty well, Your Highness,” M answered. “Hentzau, as the injured party, can you be persuaded to forgive the trespass against you?”




“I cannot,” he replied. “The lady has given unforgivable insult, and she threatened the life of a liegeman.”




Sabrina couldn’t look behind her to see what Holofernes and the others were doing, but she heard several soft scrapes of boots on the pavement. Monkey!Dawn was looking that way, and she gave a very satisfied chirrup and ruff.




“Lady von Holofernes,” Princess Antonia said, her voice still unemotional and uncommitted, “I am reminded of your cousin’s regrettable death. Will you not reconsider your words?”




“Your Highness, I will not,” Holofernes replied, stiff. 




Princess Antonia and M exchanged a look.




“Very well,” M said. “Hentzau, what are the terms of your duel?”




“My cohort seeks satisfaction from hers,” Hentzau answered. “They are complicit in threatening Cole Sear’s life. If they choose to follow her perfidy, they can face justice alongside her.”




Holofernes gasped, and there was a shuffle of feet and movement.




“Lady?” M asked.




There was a pause.




“Very well,” Holofernes said. “Cohort against cohort.”




“Continue, Hentzau,” M directed.




“For the duel,” he said, “I wish a game of Assassin.”




M considered him. Now Sabrina took the chance to look behind her, dying to know what the reaction was, and she wasn’t disappointed. Holofernes was off balance, and the members of her cohort were confused and uncomfortable.




“Well, that will liven up the mid-terms,” M said. “One moment.”




She and the princess withdrew by several yards and talked quietly.




“What is the meaning of this, Hentzau?” Holofernes demanded.




“The meaning?” he glanced down at her. “Only that I have no interest in martyring another member of your family for their gross arrogance. Your embarrassment is enough for me.”




“A child’s game?” Tarlenheim asked. “What is the point of this?”




“The point,” Lee said, “is that everyone in Queen Flavia University and Strelsau and, heck, all of Ruritania, are going to know just how badly we beat your collective ass. There will be songs for this round of Assassin, I can promise you that.”




“You set us up,” Baroness Charna von Frankenstein declared. “This whole things was a charade.”




“Just now catching on?” Lee asked. 




Holofernes glared at each of them equally, rubbing her thumb across her fingertips over and over as she considered.




Cole edged over to her and ducked down.




“You okay?”




“I’m fine,” Sabrina said, looking up at him. 




“It’s just…your hands were glowing for a second, when you were talking to Holofernes,” he told her. “It was kind of freaky.”




“Oh.” That was why Salem had taken off. “I was really, really angry.”




“Well, so was Hentzau,” Cole told her, “but he kept it together. Don’t lose it, okay?”




“Okay.”




M and Princess Antonia returned.




“Very well,” M began, “in the interests of averting bloodshed, we confirm the choice of the Graf von und zum Hentzau. The full terms of this game will be posted outside the Bursar’s Hall for all students to read. The game starts at dawn and continues through sunset Thursday night. The final verdict will be rendered at any point between the conclusion of game play and the beginning of classes on Friday.”




“The areas of play,” Princess Antonia continued, “are all places with the exception of personal bedrooms and bathrooms, all classrooms during class time, all places of worship and other sanctified buildings and grounds, and all royal residences. Any kills conducted in out of bounds areas will result in the disqualification of the player.”




“A valid kill,” M picked up the thread, “is counted as any act which, had the player not substituted some element such as but not limited to instrument or environment for something entirely harmless, would otherwise be fatal. Each kill must be witnessed by a non-interested party for verification. Recording for later verification is acceptable.”




“Any actual harm committed to a player means forfeit for the entire cohort,” Princess Antonia said. “Any actual harm to a bystander will result in…dire penalties. Property damage of players will be recompensed at full value. Property damage to bystanders will be recompensed at a penalized rate of five hundred percent. Property damage to public or university or royal property will be recompensed at a penalized rate of one thousand percent.”




“The winning cohort will be determined on a points scale,” M concluded, “with points awarded for demonstration of special skill or style and good sportsmanship. Points will be deducted for poor sportsmanship. I and the other available members of the matriculation board will determine the winner. Argument is grounds for immediate forfeit. Any questions?”




Lee held up his hand. “Do we respawn?”




“No, Mister Brown,” M replied. “Once you have been killed, you are no longer in play, though you may certainly advise members of your cohort.”




“Where is Dawn Summers?” Holofernes demanded.




M and Princess Antonia looked over at her. M raised one regal eyebrow.




“Ma’am,” Holofernes finally added. 




“She is here,” M responded. “And she will participate to the best of her ability.”




That had been a tough call, but Lee had insisted and Hentzau agreed that even if they did figure out that Dawn was currently a monkey, they’d have a much harder time killing her than the rest of their cohort, and since the spell could expire almost any time, she could pick up the game play as soon as she was recombobulated.




“Good hunting,” Princess Antonia told them.






fn1. We’re hunting. Go.



fn2. Stay with him.



fn3. Night witch.






Of dreaded calls, a bag in need of feeding, and forcing the opponents’ hand



“Ha!” Lee crowed, checking his tablet. “The notices were just posted.”




Gehring met them at the door and took coats and robes from each of them. Monkey!Dawn clambered out of Cole’s coat and cheeped a greeting at him.




“Miss Summers,” Gehring said, nodding. “Sir, bedrooms are ready for your guests, and I’ve taken the liberty of having Frau Farber lay out a snack.”




“I suggest everyone take a little time to wind down and then head to bed,” Hentzau said.




“I’m starving,” Cole declared.




“Yep, the evil genius needs food badly,” Lee agreed.




“Um…can I take up a whole lot of the table?” Sabrina asked. “I need to unpack Dawn’s bag of holding. She asked me to change it so that all of us could open it.”




“Do you have any idea what’s in there at this point?” Hentzau asked.




“Nothing particularly dangerous,” Sabrina said. “I mean, she was going to do it here, since there’s no room in our room, and she said she would drop the important stuff off with her tribunal when she saw them this morning.”




“Very well,” Hentzau said. “Just leave a note for the staff not to disturb it.”




The four of them, including monkey!Dawn, had taken up residence at Hentzau’s townhouse to disrupt any potentials hits. Not that the owners of the bistro Sabrina and Dawn lived above would ever sell out anyone connected to Hentzau, or that Mr. Arany would stand for anyone mucking about his shop for any reason, but as Lee and Hentzau pointed out to the others, this was all about eliminating and minimizing possible threats. Hentzau’s staff, long used to the intrigues of Ruritania, took precautions no one else thought of. 




While Cole and Lee plowed into the food, Sabrina started unpacking Dawn’s bag of holding, and stopped at the second item—Dawn’s cellphone.




“Oh, no,” she whispered.




“What?” Hentzau looked up at the dismay in her voice.




“Willow’s called every hour since…well, since Dawn became a monkey,” Sabrina managed.




“Seriously?” Lee asked. “How’d she know?”




“Oh, probably something about her being the most powerful witch in North America,” Sabrina managed. “Or one of the two most powerful witches in North America, if you count my godmother. What should I do?”




“Call her back,” Hentzau ordered. “Right now.”




“But…she’ll want to talk to Dawn,” Sabrina protested.




“And you will explain what happened and put Dawn on the phone for Willow Rosenberg to see,” Hentzau answered, “and we will not have an immensely powerful, extremely worried, and utterly protective witch leveling buildings to find her foster daughter.”




“No, just me,” Sabrina managed, swallowing hard.




“You’ll be fine,” Cole told her. “Dawn only says good things about Willow.”




“Yeah, well, she’s told me some other stuff,” Sabrina muttered, looking panicked.




“We’ve got your back, Breeze,” Lee told her. 




“Spellman, call her back,” Hentzau ordered. “Delay is not going to help.”




Sabrina slumped a little in defeat. “Okay, let me get Dawn’s tablet, and I’ll Skype her.”




As she pulled that out, logged in, and brought up the app, Cole laid out a trail of berries for monkey!Dawn to follow from one end of the table down to where Sabrina sat and left a heap of them, plus some banana slices. The vervet sat next to Sabrina, absorbed in eating the treats.




Sabrina’s call was answered in less than five seconds.




“Dawn! Why aren’t you…and you’re not Dawn,” a young woman said, peering through the screen.




Hentzau stood out of the camera’s pick up and kept an eye on the screen but waved Cole and Lee off. 




“Hi, Willow. I’m Sabrina.” Sabrina’s normally chipper smile seemed a little wobbly under the expected threat of death and worse.




“Oh, hey!” Willow smiled and then went serious. “Is everything okay? Where’s Dawn?”




“She’s fine!” Sabrina answered.




“And she’s where?” Willow repeated. 




“Oh, right next to me, eating banana slices,” Sabrina answered.




Willow considered her. “Okay, so, having painted myself into a magical corner or three before, Sabrina, I think I can recognize the signs of a guilt-ridden conscience about to run screaming from the building. Maybe you better tell me what’s up.”




Sabrina shut her eyes, gulped, and braced herself. “I accidentally turned Dawn into a vervet monkey when I was working on my transmogrification spell for midterms.”




After a moment of silence, she cautiously opened one eye. Willow was staring at her, nonplussed.




“Really?” Willow finally asked. “In your first semester?”




“Um…yes?” Sabrina managed. “It was supposed to be my cat, Salem, but he took off right when the circle closed, and I chased after him, and—”




“And the limitations dictated that it hit the next thing closest to the circle,” Willow finished for her. “Could have happened to anyone. It’s why I keep a doll’s eye crystal handy. It can act as a ground for misdirected energies. You have to discharge it safely afterward, but it keeps things manageable.’




“You’re not mad?” Sabrina asked. 




“Well, the spell does expire, right?” Willow asked. “I’ll be a little annoyed if I have to come out and undo it, but, hey, I get a trip to Europe.”




Someone offscreen asked her a question.




“No, no,” Willow called. “We’re cool. Sabrina turned her into a monkey.”




Another short pause.




“I’m checking.” Willow looked back at her. “Temporary, yes?”




“Oh, yes,” Sabrina answered, nodding emphatically. “It’ll expire sometime later this week. I just have to work out the math to have a better idea when.”




“And Jenny wants to know what kind of monkey.”




“A vervet.”




Willow turned and looked off camera again. “Jenny, she says it’s a vervet.”




After a moment, Willow turned back. “Jenny says that’s a good choice. They’re social and small enough to manhandle if you have to. She also says she’ll throw some little sweaters in the treat box tonight.”




“And cookies!” Cole called.




“And cookies for whoever that was,” Willow responded. “So, would you put the camera on her? So I can see how she is?”




“Sure.”




Sabrina turned the tablet so it faced monkey!Dawn, who was still stuffing her face with banana.




“Dawn!” Willow called.




Monkey!Dawn looked up, looked around, saw Willow’s face on the tablet screen, and made a high pitched EE-EE-EE noise. Then she got to her feet, toddled over to the tablet, and pressed her paw against the glass.




“Oh my god,” Willow gasped, “she’s adorable! Hi, li’l monkey!Dawn! Hi!”




Monkey!Dawn started looking around the edge of the tablet, trying to get to the other side. When she couldn’t find Willow behind the tablet, she started prying at the glass.




“Oh, hang on, Willow,” Sabrina said, pulling the tablet away from monkey!Dawn, “I think she’s trying to get to you.”




“Allow me,” Hentzau said, picking up the tablet and getting it away from monkey!Dawn. 




“Oh, is that Hentzau?” Willow asked, facing the wrong way. “Turn me over! Turn me over!”




Startled, Hentzau flipped the tablet over. The screen righted itself after a moment. 




“Good evening, Miss Rosenberg. Yes, I am Hentzau, at your service.”




Willow broke into a dazzling grin and looked over her shoulder. “Hey everybody! It’s Hentzau!”




Even from Cole’s vantage point, they could hear the bedlam that broke out as any number of Slayerettes abandoned what they were doing and came running to Willow’s spot. Tiny little voices declared “no way!”, “I want to see!”, and “Is he hot? I’ll bet he’s— Oh my god, he’s hot!” Horrified, Hentzau handed the tablet to Lee and stepped back.




“God in heaven,” he swore, “it’s like looking into the abyss, only filled with teenage girls.”




“Hi, girls,” Lee said, smiling. “I’m Lee Brown. I’ll bet Dawn’s mentioned me.”




The squeals of delight abruptly cut off.




“What?” Lee asked. “I’m nice. And hot. Seriously.”




Cole leaned into the camera’s pick up, and the silence turned into a susurrus of sighs and “Cole!”, “that’s Cole,” and “he’s so sweet!”.




“He really is,” Cole said. “He gets kind of a bad rap because Dawn can take him.”




“She cannot,” Lee said. “I beat her at chess every time.”




“Yeah, chess was never Dawnie’s thing,” Willow said. “So, put me back with Sabrina, would you?”




Exasperated, Lee handed the tablet back to Sabrina.




“I’m nice,” he muttered.




“Hi, Willow,” Sabrina greeted her again, this time much more cheerfully.




“Where’s the crystal pendant Dawn always wears, the blue key?” Willow asked.




“Oh, I’ve got it right here,” Sabrina answered, digging into a pocket and producing it. 




“Okay, find some way to put it on her,” Willow instructed. “It doesn’t care if she’s a monkey, but it seriously cares if it’s not on her.”




“What else does it care about?” Sabrina asked.




“If she’s injured, kidnapped, possessed, or under duress,” Willow told her. “Well, it’s supposed to, but there are apparently some bugs. I’m also supposed to be able to trace her by it, but it keeps blipping out for a few seconds at a time, like it doesn’t exist. I’ll probably have to redo the charm when she’s home.”




“Um…Willow, does Dawn know about these spells on her pendant?” Sabrina asked, wincing a little.




“Oh. Ah. Yeah. Didn’t actually get into that with her,” Willow said. “You know, she was so busy packing up and everything.”




“You know, Willow, seriously, and not to make a fuss, but I am literally getting schooled in the ethical use of magic, and…I’ll put it back on her, but once she’s human again, I have to tell her, okay?” Sabrina asked, holding the tablet at arm’s length in case Willow attacked her through it.




Willow had a very guilty look on her face. “I’ll send her a letter with an explanation. I’ll overnight it, and you can give it to her after she reverts to human.”




“That would be great,” Sabrina answered. “But if it’s not here in time, I’m going to tell her anyways.”




“Yeah, okay,” Willow said. “I respect that.”




Someone offscreen said something, and Willow turned back. “Okay, have to run. We’re on patrol tonight while Buffy’s on a road trip with Giles. Keep me updated?”




“Sure,” Sabrina said. “Where are Buffy and Giles going?”




“Oh, some town in New England called Sleepy Hollow, something about an ancient occult thingie of evil.”




“Possible sighting of the Horseman of Death,” a woman called from off screen.




“Yeah, that too,” Willow agreed.




“Well, good luck to them!”




“I’ll tell them, and good luck on mid-terms!”




The call ended, and Sabrina slumped in her chair. 




“She didn’t kill me,” she said, relieved.




“They seem like nice people,” Cole added.




“Why didn’t they like me?” Lee asked.




“Oh, I don’t know,” Cole said, “probably nothing at all to do with being an insufferable jerk to everyone for the first couple of weeks and then lightening up on everyone but Dawn.”




“It’s a lost cause,” Hentzau said, going over everyone’s schedule and comparing it to a map of the school and city. “Nothing you can do will ever make it better, so don’t even bother trying.”




“Oh, har har,” Lee answered. “Fine. By three weeks after spring break, I’ll have those little Slayerette girls begging for my attention, and I’ll do it all through Dawn. They won’t know what hit them.”




“No way that could backfire,” Salem said. “My money’s on the girl, especially if she’s a monkey for the next month.”







First thing in the morning, Hentzau returned and found the library worktable covered with what looked like supplies for a series of expeditions—to darkest Africa, possibly the Arctic Circle, and a stop at Barsoom. Sabrina was curled up on one of the couches, snoring softly under a couple of blankets, her hand clutching the now empty bag of holding. Salem was curled up on her hip, and monkey!Dawn had nested in her hair and fallen asleep holding onto one ear and sucking a thumb. Huginn and Muninn laid on the carpet below after being left out of their kennels to patrol the townhouse all night long.




He crouched at the end of the couch, picked up a tassel from the edge of the blanket, and dragged it across Sabrina’s face to wake her.




“Mm, zzzanadon’t feed the bag,” she said, rubbing her nose with the back of her hand and opening her eyes blearily.




“You know, you do have a bedroom at your disposal,” Hentzau told her.




She looked up, saw him, and looked around. “Is Dawn—”




“Still a monkey,” he told her. “Sleeping just behind your head.”




“Oh, thank heavens,” Sabrina said, and sat up without thinking, pulling her hair out from under monkey!Dawn, who woke with a squawk, and displacing Salem, who gave her a very sour look.




“Some wake up service,” Salem said. “I’m going to go sleep on Sear’s head. At least he doesn’t snore.”




Monkey!Dawn fussed and grizzled until Hentzau handed her a cracker.




“When I left you alone down here last night,” he told Sabrina, “it was with the understanding that you’d be going to bed as soon as you’d unpacked Dawn’s bag.”




“Yeah, well, that’s the problem,” Sabrina said, lifting her arm, so he could see that she’d managed to wrap the strap several times around her wrist and the bag. “Dawn keeps trying to climb in the bag when it’s empty, which is not a good thing, and it turns out that in order for me to set the bag so that you, Cole, and Lee can all open it, you each have to put something in it, a personal possession. Two would be better, since you might need to get one of them back for some reason. And I can’t put anything back into the bag until you do, so it’s been hungry all night long.”




Her hair was mussed, and her cheek was bright pink where it had rested on her hand while she slept. She looked like she was about nine years old. Hentzau gave her a mug of hot tea.




“Oh, thank you,” Sabrina said, taking it and pushing her hair out of the way.




“Two personal possessions?” Hentzau asked. “Does it matter what?”




“Well, something that isn’t perishable,” Sabrina said. “And ideally, something that any of us can look at and think ‘hey, that’s Hentzau’s’.”




“Very well,” he said. “Wait there.”




He went into his office, and Sabrina sat, yawning, holding her cup of tea, trying to wake up. Monkey!Dawn crept around, cracker held delicately between her teeth, and curled up in Sabrina’s lap. She switched her mug to the hand with the bag, and gave monkey!Dawn several strokes.




“I’m glad you’re getting a rest, Dawn,” she sighed, “but I really wish you were you right now. I miss you.”




The vervet looked up at her, halfway through the cracker and trilled a sad note.




“I think you’d be better at this Assassin game than me,” she continued. “And you’d help me feel better about almost losing my temper at Holofernes.”




Monkey!Dawn stood up and held her half-eaten cracker up to Sabrina and made a soft ooo-ooo-ooo.




“Oh, that’s really sweet,” Sabrina told her, “but I’m trying to cut back. Thanks anyways.”




A few moments later, Hentzau came back out with a carved wooden top and a pistol case. 




“You’re putting a gun in?” Sabrina asked, horrified.




He glanced at her. “I’m…worried about Summers. She doesn’t have a side arm in her belongings on the table, and I’ll feel better if she has some way to defend herself other than a carbon fiber stave, a sword, and an intriguing dagger. I’ll tell her when she’s herself again so she knows it’s in there.”




Not arguing, Sabrina pulled the strap off her wrist and opened the bag for Hentzau. He put both items in, one at a time, and took his hand completely out.




“Okay,” Sabrina exhaled. “Let’s see if this works.”




She zipped the bag, pulled the flap over, and secured it, then held it up to him.




Hentzau undid the clasps, folded the flap back, and unzipped the bag. Monkey!Dawn climbed up to Sabrina’s shoulder and tried to reach for the bag.




“Oh, no, you don’t!” Sabrina said, grabbing her just as she jumped for it. “See what I mean?”




“I do,” Hentzau replied. “I think it would be best if we keep the bag under something she can’t budge, just in case she’s feeling adventurous.”




He folded the bag over—it didn’t look like it had anything in it—took it over to the worktable, set it down and put the flower arrangement on top of it.




“I’ll make sure Sear and Brown both put something in it,” he told Sabrina. “Now go get some sleep in a proper bed.”




“You’ll watch Dawn?” Sabrina asked. 




“Like a hawk,” he promised.




“Oh, thank you.” She handed him her roommate and went upstairs.







Cole and Lee got back to the house, hungry and talking strategy. Hentzau joined them, Dawn sitting on his shoulder, while Gehring took their coats.




“Paintballs?” Cole suggested.




“Frau Farber has breakfast ready, sir,” Gehring told them. “Shall I have her bring it to the library?”




“Please,” Hentzau answered.




“You know how I know you’ve never played paintball?” Lee asked. “Because those fuckers leave welts. Three hundred feet per second hurts like a mofo, and if target isn’t wearing face protection, you can literally shoot their eye out.”




“You can jury rig it so it doesn’t fire so hard, right?”




“And have one of Holofernes’s goons hit the other with a ball peen hammer and blame it on us?” Lee asked. “No.”




“There’s an old phrase,” Hentzau said, “ ‘purer than Caesar’s wife’. Our methods, when we reveal them must be above suspicion or reproach. We can’t give Holofernes any opportunity to use them against us. That’s why, Brown, I told you to skip the methylene blue.”




Lee shrugged as he reached the table. “Yeah, okay, I agree. While it would be a blast to ask her at the end of the game when her pee turned green, I can see where that might backfire.”




“Do I want to know?” Cole asked. 




“Nope,” Lee answered, “because I’m still considering the same delivery vector.”




“Well,” Cole sighed, “what about…I don’t know…shoes…”




Lee gave him a flat look. “If you were a woman, I’d tell you not to worry your pretty little head about these things. Since you’re a man, I’ll tell you not to worry your pretty big head. I’m strategy, and Hentzau’s tactics. We’ll be fine.”




“At the risk of derailing the conversation, Brown” Hentzau said, “what is the status of your expedition?”




“Good,” Lee replied. “Stopped at the florist shop and put in the orders you asked for.”




“Why are you sending Holofernes and her people flowers?” Cole asked.




“I see no reason to skimp on the niceties or the traditions,” Hentzau answered. “One shows one’s regard to one’s opponent and the anticipation of the contest. I don’t suppose Madame Millefleur allowed you a moment alone with the arrangements you selected?”




“Nope.” Lee grinned at him. “She can honestly say that I didn’t have a chance to touch them.”




“How very gratifying,” Hentzau answered, a slow, satisfied smile spreading across his face.




Food was laid out at the one end of the table, and the three men served themselves while Gehring poured coffee for Hentzau and cocoa for Lee and Cole. 




“Our advantage,” Hentzau observed, still considering the supplies spread out over the table, “is that Holofernes’s cohort is still thinking of this in terms of real life, while Brown here has a thorough grasp of game theory.”




Cole frowned. “Yeah, not getting it.”




“Let me put it to you this way,” Lee said, “remember that time we played Sorry! with Sabrina and Dawn.”




Cole paled. “Sharks aren’t as cold blooded as those two.”




“Exactly,” Lee replied. “Things no human being would do in real life, most of us are happy to do in a game. I can guarantee you that Holofernes and her cohort haven’t gotten that figured out. They’re only going to try stuff that they would do if this were a real duel.”




“Which does not mean that they won’t resort to low, dirty, and immoral deeds every chance they get,” added Hentzau, giving the monkey on his shoulder scritches. “Only that their scope is significantly limited by their lack of imagination.”




“Right.” Lee grinned. “Only that we’re going to do it first and hella better than they will.”




Cole stared at his eggs. “I wish Dawn were here.”




Monkey!Dawn cheeped at him. 




“I mean here and human,” he amended. “She wouldn’t be all mysterious. She’d just tell me what you two are up to.”




“We can spare Dawn,” Lee answered, “though she better be human again before the duel is over. It’s just, if I had to choose between her and Sabrina, I’m picking Sabrina. She’s got luck.”




“I thought you didn’t believe in luck,” Hentzau commented.




“I didn’t use to,” Lee admitted, “but then, I didn’t believe in vampires either. So. Thanks to Sabrina’s spell going awry, Dawn’s now a moving target they are going to have a really hard time pinning down, and she can’t be held liable for any monkey business, and since everyone but you shares a professor or teacher with Sabrina, and Sabrina’s the one who begged all of her teachers for extra seminars, we now have ten more hours of covered classrooms than we would have otherwise.”




Lee paused, his eyes focused on a distant point, and he slowly cocked his head to the side. Then the most peculiar parade of emotions crossed his face—suspicion, consideration, epiphany, and finally, a soupçon of horror mixed with astonishment.




“Brown?” Hentzau asked. “Are you all right?”




Lee shook himself off. “Yeah, great. Just need to run numbers before I hit the hay.”




“Well, before you retire, both of you must put two personal items into Summers’s bag, under the vase there. Spellman said it was necessary to make the bag open for you, and don’t let Summers near the bag while you do so. She’s been trying to climb in.”




Hentzau blotted his lips with the napkin, folded it, and set it beside his dish. He finished his coffee, and got to his feet, taking Dawn off his shoulder and giving her to Cole, who cuddled her.




“See if you can’t tire her out,” he continued. “We could use a day of rest once I get back.”




“Where are you going?” Cole asked.




“Mass,” Hentzau replied.




“I thought we were minimizing all our trips and trying not to follow habits,” Cole said, looking back and forth between the two. “You walk to church every Sunday. They have to know your route.”




“Cole,” Lee said, and pointed at Hentzau. “Tactics.” Then he pointed at himself. “Strategy.” Then he pointed at Cole. “Pretty big head, don’t worry it.” Then he addressed his next remark to Hentzau. “Bookies are laying odds that the most likely first declared death is Cole or Vilkas.”




“Hey, at least I have enough sense to stay indoors,” Cole protested. “Why are they picking on me?”




“Because you’re the trigger for this whole thing,” Hentzau told him.




“Also, you’re big and huggable,” Lee added. “And the girls adore you, so they figure that Holofernes will want to bump you off first as a morale killer. Except, that’s not going to happen. We’re forcing their hand. Hentzau is first in line.”




“Wait, what?” Cole demanded, setting monkey!Dawn scrambling off him and climbing up the bookshelves to the top.




“Tis a far nobler thing I do now,” Hentzau quoted. “I expect to return between fifteen and thirty minutes later than usual. Gehring will be following at a distance to ensure there’s no foul play on their part.”




“Go get ‘em, Killer,” Lee told him.




He nodded at both of them and left.





Of tour guides, the first death, wet pants, and questions pending



It was drizzling, which always meant that all but the most determined tourist stayed in their hotel and ate the strudel Strelsau was famous for. The really determined ones brought their own umbrellas and stout shoes, as Miss Faversham’s Walking Tours of Strelsau covered large distances in space and time, as she advertised on all the social media outlets available to a non-threatening, apolitical business owner like herself. Early April was not tourist season in Ruritania, but there were always a handful of the off-season travelers wanting to see the sites. 




This morning was church and royal history walk with a promise of freshly baked pastries and coffee at Il Belvedere. Her tourists, which she thought of as her kitties, since most days herding them was an exercise in futility, was a tiny group at only five—a married couple and three on their own—but they followed her in good cheer. The husband took notes while the wife sighed that she couldn’t get any decent rubbings in the wet weather. There was a chipper American college boy, constantly amazed by the age of the buildings around him, a pleasant German professor of history who asked lovely questions, and a Spanish nun, who was walking from the southernmost cathedral in Europe, the Cathedral of Saint Mary the Crowned in Gibraltar, to the northernmost, Edinburgh Cathedral, in a very roundabout way.




“If you’ll join me over here,” Miss Faversham called, projecting her voice.




Her pretty kitties lined up in a lovely row, expectant.




“The ground we’re standing on is unsanctified,” she began, indicating the graveyard around them which was less than half an acre and crowded with headstones of all sizes and flights of marble angels.




“Yes, but it’s a graveyard, and that’s a—” the plump wife started to protest




“You are correct!” she said, brightly. “Yes, we are in a graveyard, one of the saddest in Strelsau, for this is where the unbaptized children of the city were buried for centuries. The tomb you see behind you is that of Good Queen Edith, wife of King Stefan of the “Jolly Good King Stefan” Christmas carol, who is also Saint Stefan, patron saint of Ruritania. 




“The king and queen never had any children,” she continued, spinning her tale, “and Queen Edith grieved over this. In fact, she grieved over every lost child in her kingdom, and as the story goes, she got into a screaming fight with the local bishop, who told her that babies who died without christening were damned to hell, due to the taint of Original Sin.”




“That’s sick,” the college boy said, disturbed. 




“It’s not actually church doctrine,” she assured him.




“It certainly isn’t,” the nun agreed. 




“Is it true that Queen Edith was, in fact, a pagan?” the history professor asked.




“There is some dispute over the possibility,” Faversham told him. “The eleventh century was very late to find any person with proclaimed pagan beliefs, yet the few writings we have from the time period portray Edith as uniquely hostile to the church hierarchy while very loving towards the people, and there are many traditions and rituals in Ruritania, Strelsau, and the royal family today which are attributed to her, have no link to Christianity, and may indeed be pre-Christian.”




The professor nodded, satisfied.




“Now, after the legendary fight,” Faversham continued, “Queen Edith, incensed, vowed that no baby would be buried without proper respect and grieving, even if she couldn’t force the bishop to bury them on sanctified church ground. She purchased all the land around the cathedral and set aside this area for their burial, committed for eternity to the burial and sheltering of those innocents. Now, due to some of the traditions with how taxes were allocated and spent at this time, Queen Edith was quite wealthy and had control over her own monies so long as they were dedicated to what was known as the chatelaine fund and used solely for the domestic bills associated with where the royal family resided.”




There was a clatter of running footsteps on the church side of the graveyard, of several people running pell-mell along the skinny, tortuous brick pathway between the graves. One man was being chased by four others, harried like deer harried by wolves. He ducked past one, and the rest flanked him. He raced along the path behind the tour guide just as one of his pursuers pushed past her kitties, scattering them, and then abruptly shoved her to the side. The others arrived, cornering their prey just in front of Good Queen Edith’s elaborate tomb.




The husband gasped. “They’ve got guns!”




Horrified, Miss Faversham looked, only to realize that what looked like guns were toy dart pistols. Then she recognized the man they had cornered. His Illustrious Highness, the Graf von und zum Hentzau. And the leader, a woman, was one a grandchildren of the His Grace, the Duke of Strakenz. She saw also the youngest daughter of the current Baron von Frankenstein, Baroness Charna von Frankenstein. She had no idea who the other two men were, which meant they weren’t titled. But still, bearing witness to an altercation among three members of the titled nobility was nothing short of a disaster.




“Perhaps we had better,” she began.




“Oh, no,” the granddaughter of Strakenz interrupted, “you must stay, madam. We crave your audience.”




Faversham checked on her kitties, and every single one of them had a cellphone out and was recording it. Cautiously, she moved out of the way and tried to make herself as invisible as possible. She would spend the rest of her day and all the money she had in the world to convince her charges not to post whatever videos they took. They all came from reasonable worlds where power didn’t automatically destroy those who embarrassed it. If her name was connected to those videos, her livelihood would be irrevocably gone.




The graf turned and faced his pursuers calmly, though he’d clearly been running for several minutes, flushed as he was. He took a moment to straighten his cuffs, his tie, and then his jacket. Then he took out a cigarette and lit it.




“Is the condemned granted a wish?” he asked, and drew a puff, savoring it.




Lady Agnes laughed. “You want another try, Hentzau? There are no do-overs. You lasted less than four hours. Pitiful.”




“That was not my request,” he replied, unconcerned.




He leaned against the tomb, even going so far as to prop his foot up on it. Faversham narrowed her eyes in anger at his disrespect.




“What then?” the woman asked.




“Keep the details of this private until the end of the game,” he said flatly. “I’ll confirm your kill, publicly, but the place, the exact time, and how many of you caught me, aren’t mentioned until we meet with M at the end.”




“I’ll broadcast it to the entire land, then,” she spat. “Your little duckling boasted you would kick our ass. I owe you nothing, Hentzau.”




“And you have no need of good sportsmanship?” he asked, a slight sardonic lift to his mouth. “I’ll even vouch for it to M, how generous you were in protecting my pride.”




Lady Agnes considered for a moment.




“Lady,” the other woman, Baroness Charna von Frankenstein, said, “don’t listen to him. We ne—”




“Quiet,” Lady Agnes ordered. “Very well, Hentzau. I’ve no interest in being cast as the villain. You’ll get your reprieve until we assemble before the chairwoman, and then you will testify in exacting detail how we ran you down to a pitiful, unsanctified graveyard, and ended you.”




“You have my word,” Hentzau answered, giving her a little bow. 




He took one long, last pull from his cigarette, exhaled, and stubbed it out on the sole of his shoe. Then he field stripped it instead of throwing the butt on the ground. Finally, he stood straight and faced his foes without flinching.




“Well, this is a rare pleasure,” Holofernes purred. “Thank you for not spoiling it.”




“You are most we—”




Holofernes, Frankenstein, and the two men with them, opened fire and emptied their pistols of sucker tipped darts. All but a few shots hit, though most rebounded. One stuck to his face, just above his right eye. Another got caught in the folds of his jacket. When their ammunition was spent, they tucked their toy guns away.




“You,” Holofernes said, turning towards Faversham and her tourists, “surrender those phones.”




“What?” the college boy squawked. “You can’t do that!”




“She can,” Faversham told him, “and I beg you, don’t fuss. I’ll see that you’re recompensed.”




It would mean that she’d be eating oatmeal and soup until the tourist season started, but she didn’t dare cross one of Strakenz’s progeny. The tremor in her voice must have informed the others, because they all—even the American—gave up their phones without further argument.




“One down and four to go,” Holofernes crowed. “Have a peaceful rest, Hentzau. I’ll see you on Friday.”




Hentzau didn’t reply, only watched them go, expressionless. When the four of them were finally out of sight, he broke into a grin and laughed.




“Ah, well, a pity they couldn’t get Tarlenheim as well,” he murmured. “We’ll just have to make do.”




While her kitties fussed back and forth about the strangeness and the meaning of the whole thing, Faversham watched as the graf took out a handkerchief and wiped the spot where he’d rested his foot, kissed his fingertips, pressed them to the rose marble, and bowed his head for a moment. Then he picked up all the darts and tucking them into his pockets. By the time he’d finished, Faversham was seriously considering calling a halt to the morning’s tour and adjourning directly to the bistro, and how on earth she was going to pay her bills and keep her business running with the financial hit she was about to take.




“I beg your pardon, Miss Faversham?”




She looked up and almost jumped in surprise when she realized the graf had politely asked her name twice now.




“Ah, yes, Your Highness,” she managed.




“I’d like to apologize for the theatrics and the inconvenience,” he told her. 




“That woman just demanded our phones,” the wife told him. “Can she do that?”




The graf considered it for a moment. “She lacks the true legal authority to do so, but she is rich, titled, and powerful, and there is no way for a commoner, much less a foreigner, to hold her accountable. So whether or not she may do such a thing, she has, and she will get away with it, for now.”




A squabble of dissension rose among her five tourists. 




“For the time being,” the graf continued, “I most humbly apologize on behalf of the city and the country for the ill usage you’ve endured. Miss Faversham?”




She had drifted off again, worrying about rent and groceries while she dealt with this disaster.




“I beg your pardon, Your Highness.”




“I would be most indebted to you, if you would accept my card,” he told her and gave her a slip of cold pressed ivory cardstock with his name and title printed on it. “If you would show it to the owners of Il Belvedere, they’ll take care of you and your guests at no charge. By the time you’re done eating, I’ll have made arrangements to deliver replacement phones to you and your guests.”




The rain stopped, the clouds lifted, and the sun broke free. Metaphorically. It was actually still drizzling, and she was very glad of her umbrella just then. The graf didn’t seem to mind it at all.




“Why, Your Highness, that’s very kind,” she managed, trying not to cry. Maybe the stories about him and his family weren’t complete tall tales.




“It’s the least I can do, since I capitalized on your presence,” he replied. “And I will be your servant if you wouldn’t mind skipping that last interesting fact about how the funds for this graveyard was secured during the coming week’s tours.”




He took her hands very lightly in his own, and forty-eight years old or not, she was outrageously aware of just how handsome and personable he was—tall, thick chestnut brown hair, blue-grey eyes, broad shouldered…her heart did a little flip.




“Of course,” she answered. 




He dropped a kiss on the knuckles of each hand, released them, and smiled.




“I thank you, Miss Faversham. I understand you make a living as a tour guide. Have you ever considered a tour based on the events of Alexander Hope’s novels? You would be welcome in Hentzau.”




“Oh, well, I…that would require a tour bus, which is well outside of my means,” she breathed, unable to look up.




“One of my business agents will be in touch,” he told her. “I’m sure something can be arranged. Good morning to you all.”




Dazed, relieved, and happier than she had been in a very long time, she managed to wave.







“I don’t get it,” Sabrina said. “Why’d you let them kill you?”




The four of them sat around the library worktable, which was stacked with food, dishes, glasses, and Dawn’s belongings. The staff had given up trying to move everyone to the dining room and decided to treat the week as one of Hentzau’s long, involved school projects, bringing him everything he needed to the library and declaring it the provisional headquarters.




“I didn’t let them kill me,” Hentzau corrected her. “I practically begged them to. And, if you’ll forgive me, a certain amount of discretion is necessary for our gambit to work. So I need you, Spellman, and you, Sear, to accept as fact that I have been removed from gameplay. I will advise and help, but I cannot execute any assassination attempts on the other team or physically protect you from any attempt on yourselves.”




“I still don’t get it,” Sabrina complained.




“Hey, all will be explained at the end of the game,” Lee told her, and then he leaned forward and gave her a piercing stare. “All.”




Sabrina looked a little startled, then guilty, cleared her throat, and drank some water.




“So what now?” Cole asked.




“A day of relative rest,” Hentzau answered. “Gehring, what is the status report?”




Gehring spared a smile for them. 




“There have been five attempts to enter the house since the game was declared,” he told them. “One through the catacombs, which the security gate foiled; two through deliveries, which Frau Farber and myself dealt with; one attempt through the garage, which required no intervention; and one enterprising house breaker who made it as far as the mudroom before Huginn and Muninn noticed.”




“Is the man in one piece?” Hentzau asked, academically curious.




“Woman, and yes,” Gehring answered, “though I felt obligated to loan her some clothes, as her pants were unexpectedly rendered unwearable after the dogs cornered her.”




“It wasn’t Frankenstein or Holofernes, was it?” Lee asked.




“No, sir,” Gehring replied. “I took some pictures and sent them to the chairwoman, who identified her as being a renowned cat burglar, hired, apparently, for the occasion.”




“Well, if the pants can’t be salvaged, please arrange their replacement, and send the bill to Holofernes,” Hentzau said. 




“They’re using catspaws against us,” Lee observed.




“As expected,” Hentzau answered. “M left that area deliberately ambiguous. A hired minion is not a member of the cohort and is not a bystander. We could argue that we’re allowed to harm them as much as we like, within the boundaries of the law, and an intruder can be killed with few legal repercussions in Ruritania. I could expect to get away with such an act with near impunity, though if any of you were to do it, there would at least be a few questions.”




“Uh…I’m not hot to kill anyone,” Cole said. “I thought that was the point of this. We made it a game so that no one dies.”




“Exactly,” Hentzau agreed. “It is M’s little test of our character. Do we exploit the loophole? No, and seeing as I don’t trust Holofernes and her cohort any further than I could throw the lot of them one-handed, we will not be hiring any agents on our side.”




“Of course, we already have a catspaw of our own,” Lee said, looking at Salem.




“Inshallah, sahib,” Salem answered, cleaning his ears. “Does it matter if I draw blood, seeing as how this catspaw still has his claws?”




“Only if absolutely necessary,” Hentzau decreed.




“Maybe just a little blood,” Sabrina muttered.




“Hey, don’t go getting Dark Side on us, Sunny,” Lee said. “Remember, we’re the good guys. We have to act like it.”




“Saberhagen,” Hentzau said, “you are on bodyguard duty for Summers while she’s still a monkey. Don’t forget it.”




“She’s doing fine on her own,” Salem said, looking over and down at her.




“Well, I need to get started on re-packing Dawn’s bag,” Sabrina said, setting her plate aside. “Anyone want to help?”




“Absolutely!” Lee said. “Because more than anything, I want an explanation for this.”




He reached over and picked up a three foot long, narrow item wrapped in cloth. He unwrapped it and held it out, a long smooth, opalescent ivory spiral, pointed at one end and wide at the other.




Sabrina cocked her head and studied it. “Well, it’s not an elephant tusk, those are curved.”




“Narwhal horn?” Cole asked. 




“No,” Hentzau said, leaning forward. “We’ve several narwhal tusks in our collection. In fact there’s one in the parlor.”




“Yeah, I remembered and took a look at it,” Lee said. “The one in your parlor is fluted, this isn’t. It’s also hollow all the way through, which this isn’t, and the point on the tusk was worn smooth. This thing is needle sharp. Also, there are bits of bark and wood on it, especially along the spiral groove.”




“So it’s a horn, not a tusk,” Sabrina said.




“Yeah, except horns don’t grow like this,” Lee said.




“Can I see it?” Cole asked. 




Lee handed it to him, taking care to keep the point away from Cole’s face. Cole took the base in one hand, where it fit easily in his palm, no bigger than the handle of a baseball bat, and ran his other hand down the length.




“The thing is,” Lee continued, “most horns aren’t pure white like that. There’s usually some tan, brown, or black in it, and if it grows in a spiral pattern, it’s an open spiral. The horn doesn’t touch itself while it grows out. The only thing with a growth pattern like this is a whelk’s shell, and that’s hollow. This is a straight, closed, solid, white spiral horn. There’s no such animal that grows a set of horns like that.”




“It’s warm, too,” Cole said, “and it kind of tingles.”




“Huh?” Lee asked.




“You were using the cloth to hold it,” Cole told him, and held it out. “Touch it with your bare hand.”




Lee tried and after a moment, shook his head. “Nope. Feels cool, about room temperature. Definitely no tingles.”




Hentzau reached out as well and put a hand around the far end. After a moment, he released it.




“No, nothing remarkable.”




“Can I?” Sabrina asked. 




Cole nodded and held it out to her. She touched it with her fingertips and smiled.




“It is warm and tingly!” she said, smiling. 




Lee leaned back and wagged a finger. “I’m going to say it.”




“Oh, don’t,” Hentzau replied. 




“What?” Sabrina asked. 




“It’s a unicorn horn,” Lee said. 




“Well…” Cole hedged.




“And the reason you and Sabrina can feel something is because you two are virgins, and Hentzau and I aren’t,” he finished.




“There’s no such thing as unicorns,” Hentzau said. 




“Says who?” Cole demanded. “The same people who say there aren’t ghosts or vampires?”




“No,” Hentzau said, “the same people who say there are ghosts and vampires.”




“What did Dawn tell you, Hentzau?” Sabrina asked, looking thoughtful.




“She said that last Wednesday, she went somewhere for three weeks. She was a guest on a ship and worked to protect a girl from a demon. More than that, I want her permission to repeat.”




Lee paused and got that far away, calculating look on his face. “Okay, that actually explains some stuff.”




“Such as?” Hentzau asked.




“That time she came to class with a suntan she hadn’t had an hour previous,” Lee answered.




“Oh, that was her first tutor, the Doctor,” Sabrina supplied. “He’s got a time machine. Well, space and time, I guess, because Dawn told me once they went to a planet in orbit around a Type A star and spent about three hours there.”




“He’s been gone for weeks,” Hentzau noted.




“There’s also why she got so sick and then suddenly was all better, except for a minor case of Knife the Raisin Stealer,” Lee said. 




Hentzau reached down and picked up the sleeping monkey!Dawn, who woke, yawned a gargantuan yawn ending in a high pitched squeak, smacked her lips, and scratched her rear end. When she realized everyone was looking at her, she chittered a bit and climbed up onto Hentzau’s shoulder, wrapping her tail around his neck.




“So, do we ask about the unicorn horn when she’s back to regular bipedal locomotion?” Lee asked. “Or do we just ignore that, the jar of about three million dollars worth of natural pearls, the medical kit with surgical tools and a box with a nearly complete roster of the WHO list of essentials drugs including morphine, and this?”




He held up Dawn’s collapsible baton and snapped it out. It wasn’t two and a half feet long anymore. It ended less than a foot from the handle. Even Hentzau sat up, startled.




“How…that’s carbon fiber,” Hentau said, horrified. 




“Carbon fiber reinforced resin, to be precise,” Lee said, “And it’s got one of the highest manufactured tensile strengths around. I don’t know the tensile strength off-hand, but whatever it takes to cut or break this thing, but it’s a lot. More than steel.”




They all looked at monkey!Dawn again, who hid behind Hentzau’s head and wouldn’t come out.




“Yeah, I’m kind of wishing she were back to human,” Lee said. “Because I really want to hear the story on this.”





Of the second death, loss of mental filters, dampy-toe, marching orders, and one escaped monkey



Charna von Frankenstein trudged into her early morning bio lab hating the world and everything in it. It didn’t help that half the people she saw were already insanely fascinated with the game her cohort was playing against Hentzau’s ducklings in lieu of a duel.




“Is it true the dragons took down Hentzau?” She was asked that five times between her rooms and the classroom. 




“Yes,” she snapped each time. 




Dragons for the Strakenz coat of arms and ducklings for Hentzau’s orderly little proteges, lining up and following him wherever he went. If she hadn’t been hungover, that little joke would still have made her nauseous.




Something wasn’t right. It shouldn’t have been that easy. Yes, the graf was known to be a pious and observant Catholic (and a total hypocrite regarding chastity and fidelity if you went by common gossip), but he could have easily gone to the midnight mass, or taken a different route home, or had his valet pick him up, or even snuck out through the catacombs. They should never have been able to corner him so easily.




If she could have just holed up in her room and thought about it, she was sure she could have figured it out. That, however, was not an option when your mentor was the Lady Agnes von Holofernes, because Lady Agnes von Holofernes did not believe in letting victories go unannounced or uncelebrated. Charna had spent the day being dragged from pillar to post to listen to Holofernes’s account of hunting down the graf, cornering him, and then gunning him down like an old time gangster.




Holofernes like red wine. Her family’s lands had several vineyards, and at home, she served only her family’s wine. All of it red. All of it high in sulfites. No thanks to her mentor, she’d made it to her early class, head pounding, eyes dry and red, and mouth feeling like someone had stuffed it with athletic socks. 




The funny thing was, if Hentzau’s ducklings had tried to kill her on her way to class, they almost certainly would have succeeded. It wasn’t as if she was in any state to keep an eye out for attempts. Instead, the only one she saw of them was Sabrina Spellman, who for some unknown reason, was carrying both her new pet monkey and a teddy bear with her. Their seats were at different ends of the lab, and Spellman couldn’t touch her during class time. 




She snarled at her lab partner, who knew better at that point than to bug her, and paused before climbing onto her bar stool. It was true that no attempts could be made during class time, but that didn’t mean that Hentzau’s little ducklings couldn’t set something up to ‘kill’ her just as soon as class was over.




Grimacing, Charna picked up her stool and turned it over. No ‘bomb’ attached to the underside, no trip wires, no sensors. She inspected her lab station, running her fingers over everything she couldn’t see, and found nothing that might serve to kill her. She’d heard things about Leroy Brown, that he was the black sheep of the group and had the temperament to do a great deal worse than anything Hentzau would contemplate. 




“Is there a problem, Frankenstein?” the biology professor asked.




She looked up at him, wishing her eyes didn’t feel like they were coated in sand.




“No, Herr Professor,” she replied. “Only, you’ve heard of this little game my cohort is playing against Hentzau’s cohort? I only wish to ensure I’ll see the end of class alive.”




He raised his eyebrows. “I see. Well, don’t forget, I’m dismissing class as soon as I’ve gone over this week’s schedule.”




Alarm bells went off in her head. “What?”




“I told everyone last week,” He reminded her. “Multiple students petitioned me to open the lab for free time, which I have, but that means class time is cut back. Your project is due before you leave today.”




The rules specified class time only. If it wasn’t class time, then the game was on, and she was a sitting duck. Her head was killing her, but she did have a quick fix for that. While Professor Faustus returned to the head of the classroom to read off the daily announcements and review the schedule, she dug into her bag for the oxygen mask and line she kept with her for mornings like this. 




“Open lab hours does not mean open deadlines,” the professor intoned. “Your projects are still due by the originally stated time.”




She reached under the desk, found the spigot for the oxygen line, uncapped it, and screwed on the connector for her own line. The gas started running immediately.




“Might want to go easy on that,” her lab partner told her.




“Class is dismissed,” the professor announced.




The clatter of half the class there gathering up their belongings and leaving very nearly made her ears bleed. Even just a few breaths of pure oxygen would help kill the headache. She put the mask on and took a very deep breath.




Her lab partner turned to face her, only it wasn’t her lab partner, it was Brown, who was watching with interest. She looked around and saw her lab partner sitting at an entirely different lab station. He waved at her.




And then she realized that the oxygen she was breathing had a funny, sweet taste to it. Also, her headache was completely gone. And the world around her had gone a little funny—distant and peculiar. Also, the noise around her sounded strange, kind of echoey and wangy.




“Yeah, I think that’s enough for you,” Brown said. “We made our point.”




He reached over and pulled the mask off.




“My head is buzzing,” she said, pressing against her cheeks with her fingertips. Strangely, this turn of events didn’t upset her at all.




“Yeah, nitrous oxide will do that to you,” he agreed. “Probably should have checked where the gas lines were going to before you hooked up. I replaced the tank early this morning after we got reports of all the partying your cohort was doing.”




“How did you…”




Professor Faustus and Sabrina Spellman joined them, the monkey on her shoulder looking around at all the preserved specimens on the shelves around them. 




“You bragged about using oxygen as a hangover remedy during the first class,” Spellman told her. 




“And what was the mechanism of death?” Professor Faustus asked. 




“Well, technically, it was the line filter,” Brown told him, “I replaced it with an identical one which, if I’d actually been trying to kill her, would have been soaked in a solution of hydrogen sulfide which would create levels greater than one thousand parts per million in the gas mix, causing instant collapse of the respiratory system and inevitable death. I just swapped out the oxygen canister for a nitrous oxide one to prove that I had successfully tampered with the existing system and that Frankenstein here couldn’t deny the effects.”




“And I am your witness,” the professor stated.




“If you please, sir,” Spellman answered.




“Terrible!” Frankenstein declared. “Your poison failed! My headache is gone, and I feel much better.”




“For now,” Brown answered.




“I brought you a hangover remedy,” Spellman said, holding out a water bottle filled with some brightly colored potion.




“Poison!” Frankenstein announced and then giggled. “You are trying to kill me!”




Brown leaned in a bit. “We already killed you, Frankenstein. Take the hangover cure. I’ve tried it, and it really does work.”




She glared at him. Then, much faster than anyone expected, she grabbed the collar of his school robes and dragged him close.




“You,” she whispered. “I want to fuck you. Right here. Now.”




“Okay! Totally not going there!” Brown yelled, and started to pry her off.




She grabbed his face with one hand, setting his glasses askew, and kissed him. She got two good kisses in before he slithered out of her grasp, and then she listed over to starboard. Spellman took her arm and pulled her back up. The monkey with her climbed down a bit and peered at her, trilling a curious question.




“I don’t fuck monkeys,” Frankenstein said.




“Well, she wasn’t asking that,” Spellman answered. “She was making sure you’re okay.”




Frankenstein leaned in and whispered several questions to Spellman, who turned bright red.




“Oh, so not going to answer that,” she said. “Don’t know the answer, don’t want to know the answer, never ever ever going to find out.”




“Huh,” Brown said, “I must have gotten the mix off. She got a bigger dose than I expected.”




Professor Faustus considered Frankenstein, who was now eyeing everyone.




“I’m sure you have other places you need to be,” he said, “and it’s not class time in here anymore, so you’re not safe. If you’d like to leave, I’ll keep an eye on the baroness.”




“Nope,” Brown said. “Only way Hentzau would consider letting me use laughing gas on her is if I personally guaranteed her safety until she was over it. Besides, it wears off pretty quickly. We’ll be out of here in fifteen minutes, tops.”




“As you wish,” Faustus agreed. “I’ll notify the chairwoman of your successful kill.”




“Can I hold the monkey?” Frankenstein asked. “I like monkeys.”




“Sure,” Sabrina agreed, and swung the little cream and black monkey off her shoulder and onto Frankenstein’s lap.




“Why do you have a pet monkey?” Frankenstein asked.




“She’s not a pet,” Sabrina corrected. “That’s my roommate, Dawn Summers.”




“Ooooh, of course!” the baroness said, stroking the monkey clumsily. “Hmm, you know, I could kill her and get a win for my team.”




“You’re dead,” Brown told her, “so you can’t kill anything.”




“Scheiße,” Frankenstein sighed. “Holofernes is going to kill me. I will never hear the end of it.”




“You could always defect to our side,” Brown offered. “We’re very friendly, Hentzau stocks more than just red wine, you get to keep your own rooms instead of live at his place, and you can pet the monkey all you like until she turns back into a girl.”




Frankenstein snorted. “Don’t think I haven’t considered it, but a Frankenstein is always loyal.”




“I thought Frankensteins were always inventive,” Spellman said. “You know with the whole ‘parts of dead bodies’ thing.”




“That too,” the baroness agreed.




“So, did Lady Agnes get those flowers we sent her?” Brown asked innocently.




Frankenstein nodded. “And ordered them thrown in the garbage immediately. They hadn’t even finished carrying in the rest of the weekly order.”




“Weekly order?” Sabrina asked, looking up at Lee. 




He shot a smile at her.




Frankenstein nodded again. “Every week, fresh flowers in every public room, and Her Ladyship has rose petals strewn on her bedsheets when she goes to bed.”




“Oh, that’s kind of…” Sabrina trailed off.




“Profligate?” Lee asked, grinning. “Spendthrift? Moronic? Yeah. Glad she got the bouquet we sent, though. Did you get yours?”




“Yes,” Frankenstein answered, starting to come down from the laughing gas. “How did you know I like irises?”




“I didn’t,” Lee answered. “Hentzau did.”




She grunted in reply. Monkey!Dawn looked up and cheeped at her, pushing against the bottle in her hand. Frankenstein looked down at it, considered it, unscrewed the cap, and then drank it down.




“Not bad.”




“Thanks,” Sabrina answered. “I used to make it for my aunts. You should start feeling better in a few minutes. I mean, from the hangover.”




They waited a few more minutes, until Charna von Frankenstein had fully recovered herself. The more the nitrous oxide wore off, the more sour her expression became, until she glared at the two of them of them nonstop.




“Are you going to be okay?” Brown asked.




“Fine,” Frankenstein growled and waved him off. 




“You know,” he said, leaning in a bit, “the offer stands. Hentzau would be more than happy to add you to the team.”




“I do not betray my mentor,” Frankenstein snapped. 




Brown considered this. “Try not to think of it so much as betrayal as refusing to be taken for granted. Hentzau’s a good guy, and he’ll treat you well.”




She growled at him. They left her.




Outside the classroom, Lee and Sabrina exchanged looks.




“I’m meeting up with Cole to see about the teddy bear,” she reminded him.




“Okay. I’m off to the Bratislava bathhouse,” Lee answered, checking his watch. “They should be having some plumbing problems any second now.”




“You are having a blast, aren’t you?” she asked.




“Best time I’ve had this whole semester,” he confirmed. 




She chuckled.




“So…uh…Sabrina,” Lee started.




She startled and looked up, guilty. “Yeah?”




“What did she ask you?”




Sabrina blushed all over again. “Well, the first question was…ahem…whether or not you’d ever had your…toes…sucked.”




“My toes?” He looked delighted.




“Only she didn’t use the word ‘toes’,” Sabrina added. “You know, it was…a different body part.”




“Singular or plural?” he asked, fascinated.




“I’m not having this conversation!” Sabrina declared.




“Doesn’t matter,” Lee said, “Either way, the answer is—”




“Lalalalalalala!”




“Ah, go and see Cole,” he told her. “Unicorn bait.”




“Pervert.”




“Damsel.”




“Dampy-toe.”




“Dampy-toe?” he repeated. “Okay, you win.”







That afternoon, all of Professor Jones’s students met up in the sub-basement dry cistern beneath the Classics building where a small command center had been set up and awaited action.




“Okay, listen up,” Professor Jones called, cupping his hands around his mouth to be heard. “I’m going through this once and only once. If you run to me with questions on things I’ve already said, I will deduct a letter grade and give you a knuckle rub on the most tender part of your cranium. Understood?”




“Yes, professor,” the students answered in unison.




They knew enough by now to understand that while he probably wouldn’t put a student in a headlock and give them a noogie, he still kept it on the list of possibilities.




“You’ve all been given general maps of the catacombs,” he continued, turning serious. “Your section is highlighted. Each cohort has a leader, a surveyor, a recorder, a marker, and an assistant. Your mentor is in charge of you, and if you even think of disobeying him or her, I will fail you for the rest of your life. You are going into dangerous territory, literally. The reason we’re re-mapping the catacombs is because they change, and I’m not just talking about some local knocking out a wall or building a new set of stairs. The passageways have been known to change directions. Rooms occasionally disappear or reappear. This is not superstition or folk tales, this is real.”




Cole leaned over a little towards Sabrina. 




“When is Dawn supposed to change back?” he asked her, pointing at the monkey sitting on his shoulder. “This is totally her thing.”




“From my math, sometime late tomorrow,” Sabrina replied. “Though it’s possible if there are events which evoke a really, um, Dawn-esque reaction from her, she might burn through the spell sooner.”




“Stick with your cohort and don’t get out of sight,” Professor Jones continued. “There are occasional vampires down here, but word’s gone out on what we’re doing, so they should leave long before you can see them. Aside from general weirdness and the undead, the catacombs are dangerous in and of themselves. There are deep wells drilled into the bedrock which cut through multiple layers of passageways. Some of them have lips, some of them don’t. The signage is incomplete and occasionally incorrect, there are rats and other animals, some of the ossuaries haven’t been touched in centuries, and a collapse of the bone piles could bury you which, while it probably won’t kill you, will ruin your day.




Monkey!Dawn turned around, watching some of the people move around in the underground chamber. She started cheeping.




“Sssh, monkey!Dawn,” Cole said, giving her another set of pats.




“If you find any new or unknown passageways, mark them on your map, and do not enter,” Professor Jones ordered. “We have senior teams for that. Keep your lamps lit at all times. Do not depend on your radios, because the rock walls, even if they’re gypsum, will block your transmission once they’re thick enough. Pay attention to your geiger counters, your carbon monoxide monitors, and your hydrogen sulfide sensors. The geiger counter will tell you if you’re near a pocket of radon, which won’t kill you, but we’d rather limit your exposure to radioactive gases. Carbon monoxide and hydrogen sulfide will kill you, so don’t mess around if they go off. Retreat, mark your map, and move on.




Monkey!Dawn started chittering, not a warning call, but an excited statement of interest.




“Come on, Dawn,” Cole whispered. “I need to hear this.”




He tried to pick her up, but she jumped off his shoulder and was abruptly hung up by her leash just past his hip. Cole turned and ducked while monkey!Dawn squabbled at him. As soon as her leash was free of his shoulder, she reached the ground, stood on her hind legs, and slapped his calf.




“I want a record,” Professor Jones concluded, “of all anomalies. Strange compass readings, cold spots, hot spots, sounds of whispering, sense of dread or foreboding, any ghosts, any artwork on the walls or shrines built in the alcoves, or carvings, any directional markers that aren’t on the map. Take pictures, get coordinates, and make notes. If you’re not sure, write it down. Any questions? Yeah, Schlesinger?”




“How many students have died doing this?” the young man called.




“One in the past five years, around a dozen in the fifty years previous to that,” Professor Jones answered. “All of those were accidental, and all the victims or their buddies did something stupid that I just told you not to do. Don’t be stupid, and you won’t die.”




Monkey!Dawn started tugging on the leash, trying to get past its limit, and when she couldn’t, she rolled onto her back and started fussing with it. Without looking down, Cole dragged her back in until she lay at his feet.




“Last thing,” the professor announced, “you’re all aware of the game of Assassin currently being played out by the Dragons and the Ducklings. This is officially class time both in the classroom and down here. I’ve also petitioned the chairwoman to declare the entire catacombs off limits to game play, and even if she denies it, which she won’t, anyone who does anything game related while in the catacombs will automatically flunk my class. I am dead serious on this. Also, don’t anyone get any clever ideas about pranks or stunts they can pull down here. This is not only the place where you never ever cry wolf, this is the place where if you cry wolf, we summon some wolves and feed you to them. 




“If you run into any trouble of any sort, you scream for help,” he finished. “Top of your lungs in the most girly voice of terror you can manage. If you hear anyone scream for help, you drop what you’re doing, and you go help. Medieval cities had either banishment or death as a punishment for not responding to cries of ‘fire’. You refuse to help out a classmate in need, you’re going to wish we went medieval on you.”




“Does that happen?” Sabrina asked Hentau.




“Not in a very, very long time,” he responded. “Let’s just say that if I screamed for help, even Holofernes would drop what she was doing and sprint to wherever I was. It’s taken that seriously.”




“No, I mean, do people scream for help very often?” Sabrina clarified.




“Oh, well, when we mapped the catacombs two years ago, there were…around five incidents,” he answered. “Only one was very serious.”




 “Your first assignment will be the sections closest to the school,” Professor Jones announced. “We don’t expect that much, if anything has changed. So just follow all the highlighted paths on your map, check to make sure things match, and return it to your mentor.” 




“Ready, ducklings?” Hentzau asked.




“Really?” Lee asked. “We’re going with that? We’ve given up all hope for anything with dignity?”




“When you’re a mentor, you may call your proteges anything you like,” Hentzau told him.




“I’ll call them a cab,” Lee answered, “because there is no way in hell I will be roped into that gig.”




“And I ask again,” Hentzau said, “are we ready?”




“Ready for the expedition, captain,” Sabrina said, saluting.




“Ready…for…” Cole trailed off.




The others looked over at him. He was holding up the end of the leash. Not the proper end, but a frayed, chewed off end.




“Where’d Dawn go?” Sabrina asked.





Of dear friends, abducted keys, the language of LOL, and pre-wrapped pianos



“Everyone freeze!” Hentzau ordered at the top of his lungs.




It wasn’t a girly scream in the least, but no one disobeyed. No one, except for Professor Jones, who strode over. 




“What have you got?” he asked.




“Summers is loose,” Hentzau told him. 




Professor Jones spared a withering glance for Cole, who shrank under it. Several of the students around them started whispering. Dawn Summers really had been turned into a monkey by her roommate! They thought it was just a ploy to keep one of the cohort out of the game until the end. Sabrina stared at the ceiling in mortification while several more students surreptitiously took out their smart phones and began changing bets.




“Next time, get something she can’t chew through,” Professor Jones said.




He got down on his knees and put the side of his face close to the stone tiles of the floor. The tiles were covered with a thin coating of dust that scraped underfoot and left a decent record of the last movement, until something else came along and rearranged it.




“Everyone on that side,” he said, waving his arm in one direction, “take out your flashlights, put the light across the floor towards the far wall.”




The students did so, and the lights picked up a pattern of paw prints going straight from Hentzau’s group through the doorway.




“She wasn’t wandering,” Jones said. “She took off at a pretty good clip, probably following something.”




“What’s there to follow?” Lee asked. “We’re all in this room.”




“Those,” Jones said, pointing at three sets of footprints that converged on the doorway and went through. “From the prints and the length of the stride, I’d say one woman in flat soled shoes, one man in tennis shoes, and a second man in heeled boots.”




“Not students,” Hentzau said. “Summers wouldn’t have found them interesting enough to follow if they had been.”




“She may come back on her own once she’s satisfied her curiosity,” Jones told them.




“If she were loose in a campus building, I’d consider it,” Hentzau answered. “But we’re in the catacombs. We go after her.”




“You’re still responsible for your assignment,” the professor reminded him. “And I can’t keep the others here much longer, though I’ll ask them to mark any further tracks.”




“We’ll manage,” Hentzau said. “Seer, Brown, Spellman, grab your gear, and let’s go.”







“You know, I think some of those people might have noticed us,” Richard said, glancing around the ancient archways of the tunnel they followed.




“We’re under Queen Flavia University,” de Carbaras said, leading the way, “they’re a more insightful bunch than you’ll usually find. The death rate keeps them on their toes.”




“Death rate?” Richard asked. 




University for him had been a combination of night classes, a day job, studying, and long weekend sessions of drinking and watching games at a friend’s flat. The only death rate he’d ever encountered had been one hapless student in his program who’d wandered into the path of a lorry while texting on her phone.




“It’s an old school,” Door murmured, her fingertips brushing the walls carved out of the living stone beneath the city of Strelsau.




“So’s Oxford,” Richard replied, a little put out. “And Cambridge.”




“This is much older,” de Carabas answered. “The first classes were held in the catacombs, and some of them date back to pre-Roman times.”




“And how would you know that?” Richard asked, lifting an eyebrow in imitation of the marquis’s mannerism.




The marquis flashed him a wicked smile. “By now, Master Richard, you should be aware that there are many, many things I know which you don’t. Some of them you actually might not be frightened by.”




“Hush, you two,” the Lady Door said. “I’m sure we’re near.”




She paused at a point in the tunnel where whoever had once carved the limestone had taken the time and effort to widen the path and increase the height of the passageway until it was almost a cul-de-sac. On the left, the rock face had been planed smooth from floor to ceiling for six perfect feet across.




“Too obvious,” de Carabas sneered.




Door studied it and nodded in agreement. “Yes. But we’re close.”




“Well, if that’s a red herring,” Richard mused, “why not just put the real thing across the way where no one looks?”




Door and de Carabas traded looks. 




“Another flash of perspicacity from your London Above bravo,” de Carabas observed.




“Oy, that’s London Above Hunter to you,” Richard said, grinning. 




His fingers had almost completely healed after being broken by Mr. Vandemar, and he still held Hunter’s knife. While he was the first to acknowledge that the only thing he was better at than that beautiful caramel-skinned predator was loyalty, she’d still given him her knife and her name to finish the quest. Even the Marquis de Carabas had grudgingly respected him at the end of that adventure.




“Try not to get yourself eaten on your second outing,” de Carabas advised him.




There was a tiny pitter patter and jingling coming towards them. Both de Carabas and Richard put themselves between the sound and Lady Door, and Richard, at least, felt a little foolish when a small monkey, little bigger than a cat, came running on four feet towards them. The jingle had come from the harness it wore.




De Carabas sighed audibly.




“A little far from home, aren’t you?” he asked.




The monkey looked up at him and chirruped. 




“Oh, isn’t she darling!” Door sighed, crouching down to see it better.




The monkey looked up at both men, judged them to be no immediate threat, stepped past their legs, and stood up when it reached Door. It put its hands on Door’s knees and trilled.




“Yes, you are the prettiest…little…” Door paused. “This is a monkey, isn’t it?”




“If you’re uncertain, my lady,” de Carabas said, “I’m sure we could consult a bestiary.”




“Oh, aye, that’s a monkey,” Richard said, his northern accent growing broader. “That sort’s all over south Africa, get eaten by leopards and such all the time.”




The monkey looked up at him and made a little sound, like it had been offended.




“Sorry,” Richard apologized, having learned not to take any chances. “If I see any leopards about, I’ll be sure to warn you.”




When the Lady Door held her hand out, the monkey climbed up onto her shoulder. She stood, and the monkey came with her, sitting on her shoulder, and holding on to her hair. 




“Has it occurred to either of you to question why there is a monkey down here in the first place?” de Carabas asked, clearly biting down on the word ‘ninnies’.




“One of the students had it,” Richard answered. “Back in that great chamber. I’ll admit, it was looking bored out of its little monkey skull.”




“Be of good cheer, Marquis,” Lady Door said, laying a hand on the sleeve of his tattered frock coat. “We’ve made a new friend and are closer than ever to the gateway I seek.”




“Just because one small example of a verminous species hasn’t shat on your delicate shoulder, Lady,” de Carabas answered, his lip curling, “does not make it a friend.”




“Well, that was certainly the cue I took from you at the start of this enterprise,” she said, leaning in a bit and giving him an indulgent smile.




“Shall we continue?” de Carabas asked after a moment of silent refusal to acknowledge the point she’d scored.




“Of course,” she agreed.




The three of them faced the wall opposite the smoothly polished rectangle. Set back an equal length from the middle of the passage, it was deeply shadowed. De Carabas reached into his coat and pulled out a stick of black wood with one end wrapped in leather. He unwrapped the leather, and clear, bright light sprang forth, illuminating fifty yards either way down the passage and making the opposite wall clear as day.




It wasn’t smooth but carved in a great circle with obscure symbols of dread. Just as Lady Door reached forward to touch it, de Carabas grabbed her wrist. She looked up at him, regal and commanding, but he didn’t release his grip.




“Consider, Lady,” he said, “that there are things, many things, both above and below in this city which are rightly to be feared. This gateway strikes me as one of them.”




“I will not open it, de Carabas,” she assured him. “But I must learn for myself if this is the way my sister was taken.”




Unhappy but unwilling to refuse her, de Carabas opened his hand. Door pressed both hands flat against stone and closed her eyes. The monkey on her shoulder chittered in fear, and looked around, then made several alarmed noises.




Door shushed her with a soft command.




“There is…more than one opening here,” she said, turning her head and frowning at the difficulty of understanding it. “Layers, shifting, some I can only barely grasp, and others…”




She opened her eyes and pulled back. 




“Richard, may I see your key?”




“You said you wouldn’t open it,” de Carabas reminded her, looking for all the world like he might consider being nervous.




“And I won’t,” she assured him. “I just want to see if it fits.”




Richard reached into his collar and pulled out an antique silver key on a necklace of twine, and pulled the twine over his head to hold it out to her. The monkey looked up at him, and its eyes went wide. It screeched, jumped, and before anyone could move, snagged the key out of Richard’s hand and took off running.




Stunned, all three of them watched, unmoving, for a long moment.




“Oh,” the Marquis de Carabas said. “The little dear. My new friend. How ever could such a sweet and harmless creature cause trouble.”




Stone was etched with weaker acid than what filled his voice.




“Don’t just stand there,” Richard said, taking off at a run. “We’ve got to get the key back!”







“Was she hungry?” Sabrina asked. “Or thirsty? Maybe she went looking for water.”




“I gave her some apple slices before we left,” Cole answered, “and she had plenty of water and didn’t even look at it. She was just bored.”




They had followed the tracks until they reached a section where the floor was gravel and held no prints. Then, it had split, three ways, and they laboriously worked their way down each right hand turn until it brought them to a dead end, to a point where a monkey couldn’t or wouldn’t cross, or there were no recent prints like those seen in the gallery or which could have been made by a monkey. They’d come back to the main corridor they’d taken.




“If we don’t find her before class is over,” Hentzau said, “we’ll need to set up some kind of lure to bring her to us. I don’t want her out once night falls.”




“We’re underground,” Lee pointed out. “And these tunnels are barely lit as it is. It’s not like she’s going to be more afraid of the dark.”




“That’s not what I’m worried about,” Hentzau answered. “There are vampires in the far corners here, and while they wouldn’t dare attack a person while the faculty is near, they might decide that a monkey makes a better snack than a rat.”




Sabrina looked like she might burst into tears.




“Uh…yeah,” Lee conceded. “Point taken.”




They were just about to start up the next pathway when Cole lifted his hand for silence. Everyone scanned about for what he heard. Sabrina caught it, then Hentzau, and finally Lee. It was the scrabbling, jingling sound of a monkey running hell for leather.




“Dawn!” Sabrina called. “Over here! Over here, sweetie!”




The jingling abruptly changed direction and became louder. Then, a tiny figure in the darkness was sprinting, three-legged towards them. In only a few seconds, monkey!Dawn scrambled into their space, swarmed up Hentzau’s leg, and made it to his shoulder, where she clang to him, panting.




“Is she all right?” Sabrina asked, standing on her tiptoes to see.




Hentzau put his hand on the monkey’s chest, to hold her against his head, and felt her ribs working like a miniature pair of bellows.




“I think she’s all right,” he answered. “She’s not shaking, just out of breath. What’s this?”




His fingers found something gripped in her left front paw, and when he pulled on it, she gave it up. He brought it down from the level of his ear to in front of his eyes. It was small silver key on a length of twine.




“What is it?” Sabrina asked.




“It’s a key,” Hentzau replied, mystified.







“God’s teeth!” the marquis swore.




“Do you know them?” Lady Door asked.




“The three Americans, no, though I can make a few guesses,” de Carabas answered. “And while I don’t know the fourth one personally, I know of him. That is the latest Graf von und zum Hentzau, known before he inherited his title as the Son of the Crow King. Blast!”




“The Son of the Crow King?” Door asked. “I thought that was just a fairy tale.”




“Not one I’ve ever heard of,” Richard remarked, studying the group.




Pretty blond girl and three boys. Well, two boys and one man. None of them much younger than him. As he watched, the graf took the key Richard had won from the Blackfriars after surviving the Ordeal, the key Door had used to exile the Angel Islington and end Misters Croup and Vandemar, and put it in his shirt pocket, which he buttoned in place. The monkey stayed where it was, clinging tenaciously to the graf’s head, and the four individuals—all students of Queen Flavia University by their robes—left for the more traveled paths of the catacombs.




The Marquis de Carabas sighed.




“Well, children, our excursion just got more complicated.”







“Are you ready?” Sabrina whispered.




“Why are you whispering?” Cole asked. “It’s not like he can hear us down there.”




“It’s the suspense,” she answered. 




“Remember, we timed this,” Cole told her. “You don’t even have to hit him square on. Anything within three feet of him is a guaranteed kill, and Lee figures if you get it within five feet, they’ll probably give it to us on the strength of shrapnel and flying debris.”




“Cole,” she said, looking up. “It’s a teddy bear.”




She held the bear up for him to acknowledge. It was a little larger than the average bear, well stuffed, yet floppy, with long, soft fur, and a red bowtie. Its face, made of glass button eyes and a mouth and nose stitched in heavy black thread, had a quizzical, curious expression, like it had just looked up from a good book to see what you were doing.




Cole’s tablet chimed.




“Here we go,” he said, watching the people pass by the camera as class below let out into the Greater Quadrangle. “One hippopotamus, two hippopotamus, three hippopotamus—release!”




“Bombs away!” Sabrina declared, tossing her teddy bear out the wide window five stories above the quad.




“Go!” Cole yelled, grabbing her by the shoulders and pushing her towards the back stairs.




Sabrina ran down the stairs as fast as she could, giddy with excitement. She and Cole were on their own, as Hentzau and Lee were finishing up the last of the assigned map making that afternoon. Albin Gizlis—the one Lee referred to as the dumb muscle of the Dragons cohort—was leaving class, having been assured that all of the Ducklings were accounted for underground and in the far reaches of the catacombs. While Sabrina wished she could have been down below to see Gizlis’s face when a couple of pounds of fluffy teddy bear whomped him, Hentzau promised there would be plenty of video from those interested bystanders who’d been alerted on their way out of class that something was up.




It helped that every single one of the bystanders selected had reason to wish Gizlis ill. It also helped that at least two members of the matriculation board would be walking through the Greater Quadrangle at the appointed time, and would be on hand for judgment.




Sabrina, robe flying and skirt kicked up, came out of the back stairs—which strangely, were actually in the front of the building—through a door that looked like it belonged to a broom closet, into the foyer, through the doors of the venerable Archimedes wing of the Classical Physics building into the quad. 




Albin Gizlis stood thirty feet outside the front door, a fluffy teddy bear in his hand, looking up at the tiny attic window on the fifth floor where Cole leaned out and waved at him. Cole had taken to wearing hand knitted sweaters in their school colors that showed off his bull moose physique. He looked like a college bachelor from the nineteen twenties. All he needed, Dawn had said, was a raccoon skin coat, and a felt boater with the brim pushed up.




“What is the meaning of this?” Gizlis demanded when she skidded to a stop in front of him.




“Oh, Albin, I’m so sorry,” she said, dropping her glee and going straight into an apology, “but I had to kill you. I hope it didn’t hurt.”




“Of course it didn’t hurt!” he declared. “And you didn’t kill me. This is a toy!”




“But it’s not,” Sabrina said, eyes wide and innocent. “Look at the note.”




Sure enough, when Gizlis turned the teddy bear over, there was a note pinned to it. In clumsy block letters, it read:




I R GRND PIANNO




“You are insane,” Gizlis snapped. “There is no possible way this counts.”




He tore the note off and threw the teddy bear at her like it was a medicine ball.




People had already started to gather, and right on schedule, her tutor and Herr Shang came out of the Daedelus wing, saw the commotion, and came over.




Her tutor, the head of the animal sciences department, lifted his eyebrows in curiosity, but left it up to Herr Shang to speak. 




“A noteworthy moment in the game of Assassin?” Shang asked politely.




“I killed Albin Gizlis, sir,” Sabrina told him.




“She did not!” Gizlis protested. “That…children’s toy is in no way a stand-in for something lethal.”




Contrary to school policy and the social customs of the city around them, more and more students had taken out their cellphones and were either texting, calling, recording, or checking something.




“Please describe the events,” Shang said.




Gizlis sighed hugely. “I was coming out of the Achimedes wing, on my way to my Greek lesson, and Spellman dropped a stuffed animal on my head.”




“Did I really hit your head?” Sabrina asked, delighted. “I mean, I couldn’t stay up there to confirm, so…”




“And the instrument?” Shang asked.




Sabrina handed the teddy bear to Shang.




“Um…the note I put on it is there.” She pointed. “Albin tore it off.”




Shang looked up at Gizlis, who hastily picked up the page and handed it to him.




“What is that?” Sabrina’s tutor asked, peering over Shang’s shoulder. “That’s no language I’ve ever seen.”




“Oh, it’s LOLcat, Doctor Doolittle,” Sabrina explained. “Cole and I are fans. We like to scribble notes to each other in it.”




“A humorous exploration of dialect and register,” Shang murmured.




“Well, it’s not a piano, grand or otherwise,” Gizlis protested. “It’s not a reasonable substitute for a grand piano. There’s no way she could get a grand piano up to the attic in the first place.”




“Of course I can!” Sabrina declared. “I wouldn’t even be sweaty afterwards.”




Two new faces joined the crowd. Sabrina recognized Charna von Frankenstein, who did not smile back at her. The other was Frey von Tarlenheim, the Marquis Edelwehr. Of the whole cohort, he was the one member both Hentzau and Lee worried about. When Sabrina saw him, he caught her eye and winked at her. For a moment, she faltered. Then she looked away and kept her eyes on her tutor and Herr Shang.




“She’s either lying or insane,” Gizlis stated.




“Gizlis, watch your tongue,” Tarlenheim said, loud enough for the rest of the crowd to hear. “You’re either dead or you’re alive. Childish slanders won’t change that.”




She stole a glance back and saw that Tarlenheim was frowning at Gizlis. He was genuinely angry. Hmm. She had to remember to tell Lee that.




“Miss Spellman,” Doctor Doolittle said, “perhaps a demonstration of your meaning?”




She broke out into another grin. “Of course, Doctor! Oh, I’ll need everyone to stand well back from the teddy bear.”




She didn’t have to warn them twice. The students of QFU were savvy enough to see the threat in a teddy bear, whether it was a grand piano or not.




Sabrina set the bear on the ground and made sure there was no one within eight feet of it, then she murmured the release under her breath and snapped her fingers on the last syllable. With a creak of lacquered wood and steel wires under tension, the bear was abruptly a grand piano.




“It would appear, Mister Gizlis, that Miss Spellman has substituted a harmless element for a fatal one in her attack on you,” Doctor Doolittle observed. 




“She used magic!” Gizlis shouted, waving his hand at the piano.




Several of the students had crept forward. One of them was bold enough to fold the key cover back and play a G major chord. The consensus that it had been a teddy bear and was now indeed a grand piano grew.




“Yeeeesss,” Sabrina agreed. “I am here to learn magic, so I did use magic.”




That had been the first addendum to the rules, filed and insisted upon by Holofernes just after Hentzau’s “death” had been recorded. Sabrina could not use magic to achieve any of her kills. Doing so would disqualify her. Of course, when Lee read the wording, he’d grinned in his delighted and evil way. 




“She admits it,” Gizlis responded, pointing at her. “You must disqualify her!”




One of the things both Lee and Hentzau had noted was that Holofernes’s tendency towards high-handedness had a habit of infecting those around her, and while she could curb it when in the presence of those in authority over her, her proteges might not be able to. So, putting Gizlis in a situation where his temper drove him to greater arrogance was a win-win for them.




“Please consider rephrasing your last statement,” Herr Shang said in the mildest of voices.




Gizlis stared at him, angry and confused. Tarlenheim stepped in, surreptitiously hitting Gizlis in the kidney, hard.




“I beg your pardon, Herr Shang,” he said in the same cultured tones Hentzau employed. “But it would appear that by using magic to accomplish her kill, Miss Spellman may very well have disqualified herself. Your judgment in this matter is most appreciated, sir.”




Gizlis made a choked noise.




“But I didn’t use it to achieve my kill, Lord Tarlenheim,” Sabrina said, sticking to the strict form Hentzau had explained. “I used magic to prevent any harm from befalling Albin.”




Tarlenheim clearly knew there was a trap, but all the same, it looked like he was going to be a good sport about it. 




“I beg your forgiveness, Miss Spellman, for contradicting you,” he said, giving her a short bow, “but I suspect you transformed your instrument of death into a teddy bear to make it possible for you to get it to the attic above and throw it out. Thus, your magic made it possible for you to achieve your kill.”




She considered this and shrugged. “It’s true, Your Lordship. I did turn the piano into a teddy bear and carried it up the stairs to the attic that way, and it did make it easier to throw it out the window.”




“Ah, a noble try,” Tarlenheim began.




“So that’s why Cole’s ready to drop an actual piano on Gizlis’s head right now,” she concluded.




The stunned pause was extremely gratifying. 




Sabrina stuck her pinkies between her tucked lower lip and her upper teeth and whistled loud and shrill. Cole stuck his head back out of the window.




“You ready?!” she screamed.




“All ready!” came the much fainter reply.




With another muttered incantation and snap of her fingers, Sabrina turned the current grand piano back into a teddy bear and picked it up. Then she took the note and placed it on the ground with the pin on top. She stepped back, looked around, and stepped back again. The entire crowd followed suit until the space around where Albin Gizlis had originally been beaned by the teddy bear had a nearly forty foot radius around it. Herr Shang and Doctor Doolittle stood opposite her.




“Bombs away!” Sabrina screamed.




There was a distant rumble, like a very tinkly, musical thunder, which abruptly became louder, and then cut off as a grand piano with its legs securely fastened to large, heavy duty casters shot out of the window at high velocity. Well, high velocity for a grand piano. 




It’s downward trajectory was fairly steep, but it landed square on the note like the footstep of Godzilla on a Shinto shrine in Tokyo. The impact shattered the piano into hundreds of pieces, but no debris made it past the plastic wrap she and Cole had spent hours wrapping around the thing. The worst part of it was the horrific, dissonant, reverberating clang it made on impact, and even that lasted less than five seconds.




The crowd was utterly silent and motionless.




“Fuck me, they did it!” Tarlenheim declared with delight. He dissolved into laughter




The crowd went wild. Well, wild for Strelsau, which meant applause and excited chatter, even a few people taking pictures with their cellphones. 




“They must have used the hoist!” one of the students said.




“Don’t be stupid,” another answered. “There’s an old freight elevator in the building. It goes all the way to the top.”




“They could have carried it across the roof from the Music building,” a third swore.




“Mister Gizlis?” Doctor Doolittle asked. “Your Lordship?”




“We concede,” Tarlenheim said, waving his hand like he was declining dessert. “Miss Spellman and Mister Sear have dramatically killed off my fellow, Albin Gizlis, within the rules of the contest. Well done!”




“But I don’t want to—”




“Shut up, Gizlis, and know when you’re beaten,” Tarlenheim said without even looking at him.




Cole strolled out of doorway, hands in his pockets, and gave the cheering audience several shy nods and grins. Charna von Frankenstein started for Sabrina, looking like she might try to kill her even if she was already out of the game, but Tarlenheim caught her by the arm and held her back.




“Miss Spellman, Mister Sear, I grant you fifteen minutes’ head start,” Tarlenheim said. 




Then he blew a kiss to Sabrina.




Cole took her hand.




“Quick, let’s get out of here before he decides to go ahead and kill us,” he said.




They ran all the way back to Hentzau’s, laughing the entire time.





Of surveillance, voluntary poetry for key swaps, a suspicious character, and the disadvantage of full auto




“What the hell was Tarlenheim doing there?” Lee asked rhetorically.




“I told you he’d be the most difficult target of the group,” Hentzau said, leaning back in his chair and interlacing his fingers. “He’s the only one of them who’s changed his patterns. He isn’t even staying in his usual rooms.”




“Why does a marquis have to rent rooms?” Sabrina asked, playing with Dawn.




“The Tarlenheim family could be the posterchild for genteel poverty,” Hentzau answered. “He’s the fifth of six children, and the family townhouse is always stuffed with aunts and uncles, cousins, in-laws, and children. I’m sure he was glad of the school’s promise to cover room and board, even if he had to take shelter in a flat above a mechanic’s garage.”




“I thought Holofernes wanted all her proteges living with her,” Cole said, shuddering at the thought. 




“That was the idea,” Hentzau replied. “I could have required the same of you, but I happen to like a little peace and quiet. I’m not sure how he managed it, but he does have charm, and Holofernes is far from immune.”




“Well, it was very nice of him to concede,” Sabrina said. “I like him.”




The others didn’t answer.




“What?” she asked, looking around. “I’m allowed to like him. Doesn’t mean I won’t kill him.”




“Well, thank heavens for that,” Hentzau said, closing one book and opening another. “Brown, where are we for tomorrow?”




“I think we can expect a whole lot of ambush attempts,” Lee answered. “Gizlis was the big one on that. Vilkas is next, and we know he’s got some training in magic, but it’s doubtful he’s as powerful as Sabrina.”




“And he can’t use it,” Sabrina added.




“He can’t use it directly,” Lee replied. “There were signs that he’d spelled the darts they used on Hentzau for better accuracy, so we know he’s thought about it.”




“That’s cheating,” she complained.




Lee sighed. “It wasn’t against the rules at that point, remember? Holofernes didn’t ask for the addendum until after they killed Hentzau. If it isn’t against the rules, it isn’t cheating. We’re making full use of that idea, so we don’t get to be angry if they do as well.”




“They aren’t using the catacombs,” Cole noted.




“The catacombs have dangers of their own,” Hentzau replied. “Just because Professor Jones is down there during the daylight hours and several dozen students are in and out all day long does not mean they are safe.”




“I think we should figure on at least one of us getting killed tomorrow,” Lee said. “Possibly two.”




“Has Tarlenheim participated in any of the attempts so far?” Hentzau asked.




“No,” Lee answered. “Not directly, but if he was close enough to join Gizlis at the Physics building, he might have been lying in ambush for Sabrina to come out of the Thaumaturgy building or for me to come out of Applied Sciences.”




“I’ll ask Gehring to put the word out and see if we can’t get someone to admit to seeing him coming or going,” Hentzau said. “In the meantime, is everyone prepared for whatever mid-terms they have tomorrow?”




“Catacombs in the morning,” Cole said. “Western Civ and Psychology in the afternoon.”




“Catacombs,” Sabrina repeated, “And Fundamentals of Theoretical Magic, which I already passed.”




“Yeah, speaking of which, when do we get Dawn back?” Lee asked.




Sabrina grimaced. “The original spell would have expired tomorrow, before lunch. So, from my calculations, sometime between then and midnight. I can’t narrow it down much further, unfortunately, because I didn’t do any readings on Dawn before casting the spell.”




“If she hasn’t by then,” Hentzau said, “I want you to take her to Herr Shang and ask for his help in determining when she’ll revert.”




“Sure,” Sabrina answered.




Dawn, in her form as a vervet monkey, stepped through the hills of papers, textbooks, library books, notes, pens, and dirty glasses, plates, and silverware until she got to her bag, which had been re-packed and left latched. She had just reached under the flap and inside when Cole reached out and picked her up. She fussed at him and struggled to get away.




“Brown, your mid-terms tomorrow?” Hentzau asked.




“Catacombs, Modern Heuristics, and Philosophy,” Lee answered. “And I think both Shang and Blofeld are dying to flunk me.”




“Blofeld, perhaps,” Hentzau said. “But Shang prefers that his students succeed.”




“How’d you get out of Blofeld’s class without him trying to fail you?” Brown asked.




“I had him drugged, abducted, beaten, and left tied up in the private suite of the most expensive brothel in Strelsau,” Hentzau said. “I still have the pictures, so he’s a bit more circumspect these days.”




The three human Ducklings stared at him as he closed and stacked the books he’d been reviewing in a tidy pile at the corner of the worktable. Dawn made a noise that sounded like “squeep” and chittered at Cole again.




“I studied,” Hentzau told them. “And when he tried to grade me down, I insisted the department head grade my test instead. I got a first level.”




“That’s so much less cool,” Lee said.




“And so much less likely to get me strung up by the matriculation board,” Hentzau answered. “And now, as the hour is late, and I’m sure the rest of the staff would like to retire, let us call it a successful day and go to bed.”




It was late enough that there were few mutterings. Hentzau waited for the others to precede him from the room, checked that all the windows were closed and latched, that the damper in the fireplace was closed, and the door to his office was closed and locked. He nodded to Farber’s assistant, von Voll, who pulled a trolley behind her to clear off all the dishes.




In his bedroom, Gehring waited for him.




“No sign of Tarlenheim,” the factotum reported, helping him shed his jacket. “Gizlis and Vilkas went out drinking. Gizlis threw a tantrum, and the two were pitched out on their ears. Holofernes has been attending her normal commitments and seems oblivious to any threat, but there are multiple servants disguised as passersby available wherever she goes.”




“And our lot?” Hentzau asked.




“They are sticking remarkably close to the plan,” Gerhardt said, holding up a tray for Hentzau to drop watch, cufflinks, and rings into. “No extra trips, no risk taking. There’s been no contact between Mister Brown and Baroness Frankenstein that I’m aware of.”




“Good,” Hentzau said. “It was an obvious ploy on her part, considering the reputation Brown is making for himself. I’m glad to see he has a little sense. And Tarlenheim?”




“I reviewed the list Mister Brown wrote down, of what they were wearing the night of the ambush of Mister Sear,” Gehring said, setting aside Hentzau’s shoes. “And I’ve spoken with staff of Holofernes’s neighbors. He was a late addition to the group, as evidenced by the shoes he was wearing and his lack of a raincoat. He was cursing on his way out. Specifically he was cursing Agnes von Holofernes”




“So, he was, perhaps, invited late or not invited at all and trying to mitigate her actions?” Hentzau handed his tie over and started unbuttoning his shirt.




“It may be, and if so—”




Monkey!Dawn dashed up the side of the bureau Gehring stood in front of, and alighted there.




“How did you get in?” Hentzau asked, looking up.




Huginn and Muninn walked silently in and laid down on either side of him.




“I think Miss Summers may have figured out doorknobs,” Gehring said, “and if she was standing on one of the dog’s backs, she could have reached yours.”




“I will be so very glad when she is returned to her original state,” Hentzau muttered, pulling his arm out of his sleeve.




He paused when he realized that the monkey was watching him. The monkey chirped twice and held out a piece of paper. Gehring took it and unfolded it.




“It’s Miss Summer’s handwriting,” he said. “It looks like a poem or something else in verse. I don’t recognize it.” 




Monkey!Dawn barked at him.




“Oh, I see,” Hentzau said, and reached into his pants pocket where he’d transferred the key. “Is this what you’re trading for?”




The vervet hopped up and down on top of the bureau. Hentzau handed her the string the key was on. Gehring handed him the note.




Hentzau scanned it. “I think it’s original. I’ll have to ask her about it, hopefully, tomorrow.”




The monkey scampered off the bureau and began running through the room, faster than either Gehring or Hentzau could catch her. After a few moments, she ran under the bed, and they both heard her chirp and chatter from underneath. Hentzau stripped out of the remainder of his clothes and took the folded t-shirt and sweatpants from the bed.




“See if you can distract her when she comes back out,” Hentzau said.




“I’ll try,” Gehring answered. “For tomorrow, that capital case has come up again. I’ll put the petitions on your desk. Strakenz Frater at the embassy wants to know if you’re taking the position and when your start date will be. The corporate officers for the yttrium mine insist that the numbers on the last safety drill are no cause for alarm. The manager for Death Tongue has sent his regrets for the festival and suggested we contact Portable Frog of Doom. Also, Her Serene Highness’s birthday is in two weeks. Just a reminder.”




Hentzau sighed, pulling on a robe over his sleep clothes.




“I’ll answer the petitions and Strakenz Frater in the morning. See if you can get me a contact number for Portable Frog, and as for the yttrium mine, set the auditors on them.”




Someone knocked on the door.




“Have you guys seen Dawn?” Sabrina called from the other side.




The vervet squeeped from the highest bookshelf, instead of coming out from under the bed, and jumped onto Gehring’s shoulder, then jumped again, and ran out the door.




“Thanks!” Sabrina called. “Good night!”




“Good night to you, Spellman,” Hentzau called, shaking his head.




Gehring finished gathering the clothes. “Do you need anything else tonight?”




“Ah,” Hentzau sighed, scrubbing at his hair, “another week to study, an extra brain for all the extra problems, and perhaps even a day off. Can you manage that, Ishmael?”




“You know the rule, Dmitri” Gehring answered. “I get mine first.”




“Yes, well, let me know, will you?”




“And the Grand Duchess?”




Hentzau groaned. “If I gave her a forest, that woman would cut it down before the week was out. What makes her think that I will go to any particular length to please her when I have refused to do so since I was eighteen years old?”




“Hope does spring eternal,” Gehring replied.




“I’ll think of something,” Hentzau sighed. “In the meantime, please ask…oh, blast, the Feigenbaum girl—”




“Elsbeth,” Gehring prompted.




“Elsbeth,” Hentzau repeated, “if she wouldn’t mind putting off until next month, after Talia’s birthday. Send her something nice.”




“She’s been patient so far,” Gehring noted, “and she quite liked the last gift.”




“What did you pick?” Hentzau looked up, curious.




“Silk sheets and a down comforter,” Gehring answered, keeping his face straight.




“Oh, that won’t get any play at all.” Hentzau rolled his eyes. “Very well. I’ll pick up the rest of it in the morning. Get the dogs out of here and on patrol, please.”




Gehring gave a whistle that both dogs perked up to. Once he walked to the door, they got up and trotted after him, leaving Hentzau alone for the first time since waking up that morning. Exhaling in relief, he picked up his rosary and began reciting prayers.







“The monkey went in that house?” de Carabas asked. “You’re sure?”




“Well, come to think of it,” Richard said, “it could very well have been a second vervet monkey in a red harness on the shoulder of one of four students from this insane university which we saw pick up the original monkey only a few hours ago. Not to be racist, but all of that particular species of monkey look alike to me.”




The two men stood on a street corner across from the Hentzau family townhouse. It was more than just the gloom that made it difficult to keep an eye on them. Even the foot patrol which passed by within an arm’s length barely made note of them. Persistently unnoticeable was how Door had put it, when Richard had first come to terms with the life of those who lived in London Below. If you tried really, really hard, you could get someone to see you and not lose you, but for the most part, people’s attention slid off those of the world Below like water off an oiled duck.




Lady Door joined them, a folded brown paper bag of takeout food someone wouldn’t get to pick up under her arm. None of them really minded the slow drizzle that seeped into their clothes. Richard wore a good trench coat from his former life, de Carabas had a thick, antique frock coat with high collar and tarnished gold embroidery. The Lady Door wore haphazard layers of tatted, knitted, and crocheted shawls of differing ages over a velvet bodice with a thick woolen cardigan over tattered skirts with yards of petticoats, most of which trailed off in torn hems just past her knees. She wore lace up boots from a century previously, and the cold didn’t seem to bother her.




“Any luck?” she asked, opening the bag and handing out wax paper envelopes with steaming food.




De Carabas shook his head. “Unlike most of the homes along this section of the city, the staff are vigilant. There’ll be no slipping in during deliveries or by knocking on the door and waiting for the butler to scan the street.”




“You said there was an entrance from the catacombs,” Door pointed out.




“There’s a gate, and the lock is two part—keypad and thumbprint scanner,” de Carabas said. “Given enough time and motivation, I’m sure I could find one of the people who’s allowed access and borrow both the combination and a thumb, but such things tend to get messy quickly.”




“Yes, best to let me handle it,” Door answered, taking a bite of flaky spanakopita. 




“You want to burgle the place?” Richard asked. “Only between that battle butler, the housefrau from hell, and those two dogs, I think we might be better off just asking the count for my key back.”




A figure wrapped against the chilly rain trudged across the street towards them. Both Richard and de Carabas glanced at him, but the glance turned into a frown and two stares when the man noticed them and came their way.




“Cold night to be out,” the man said, shoulders hunched under a cheap, greasy coat. “I should hate not to have a roof over my head on a night like this.”




“Indeed.” De Carabas’s voice was far colder than the weather.




“You wouldn’t let a young lady suffer in this weather,” he continued, “would you, gentlemen? And as you are clearly gentlemen, I can offer you shelter and food and such company as you could live your lives and never hear a chance of again. Only follow me.”




He reached for Door’s hand, and Richard let his spear slump a little, so that the point was just at the man’s throat.




“We’re not interested,” he said. “You’d best go on your way. Places to go, people to meet, I’m sure.”




“Now, sir, now, sir,” the man protested, wiggling his fingers in worried distaste over the spear’s point, “you wouldn’t hold a man’s work against him, would you? I only ask because my master expects me to offer his generous hospitality to any who appear in need.”




“And who is your master?” Door asked, cautious.




“Here, he goes by Szekely,” the man replied.




The effect of the name on both Door and de Carabas was easy to miss if you had never met either. Door’s eyes widened a bit, and she pressed her lips together. De Carabas’s nostrils flared, and he went even more stiff. Richard, however, had spent more than a little time with them, much of it in perilous circumstances, and he nearly put the spear through that little man’s neck just on the basis of their reactions.




De Carabas had a very sharp knife in his hand with no apparent motion between his hand and his coat. The point of it held steady just below the man’s eye.




“You may tell your master,” Door said evenly, “that we’ll have no truck with him or his kind. You may tell him that neither he nor you may show your face on the streets of this city again for fear that I will notify the Seven Sisters of both his broken oath and his location, and if he asks you who has said this, you may tell him that in London Below, Strelsau Below, and many of the other cities Below, I am the Lady Door, daughter of Portico, of the Family of the Arch, and my fellows are the Hunter, Richard Mayhew, and the Marquis de Carabas.”




“Very well, lady” the man whined. “Very well. I meant no offense. I will leave you in peace. Pray do not harm me.”




He drew back and scuttled a few feet further away.




“I will tell my master your words,” he hissed, “and you will not leave this city alive.”




Then he fled into the shadows. They heard his skittering footsteps a moment longer before that too faded into the night.




“Richard,” Door said, “if you see that man again, you should kill him.”




“Who’s this Szekely?” Richard asked, hating that he felt just as lost and confused as he had when he’d first found himself in London Below.




“A vampire,” de Carabas answered, biting the words out like they disgusted him.




“What, like Lamia?” Richard asked. Sometimes he still dreamt of her kiss, and he honestly couldn’t say if it was a very good dream or a nightmare.




“Lamia and the velvet children are to the likes of Szekely as a lamp is to the sun,” de Carabas answered. “He is old, powerful, and nearly indestructible, but he hasn’t shown himself in London Below for a century.”




“We should find a house we can sleep in,” Lady Door said, shivering for the first time that night. “I want a threshold he can’t cross without an invitation.”




“As you wish,” de Carabas said.







“Donuts?” Sabrina asked, looking up at Lee, who was scanning the chalkboard at their hole-in-the-wall breakfast spot. 




They could have gone straight from Hentzau’s into the catacombs, never once leaving safe ground, but as Lee pointed out, where was the fun in that? Besides, to keep the betting active, he and Hentzau had decided that it was best to sacrifice at least one of the team. After all, no one liked a shutout. The part they had to coordinate, though, was to make sure the killing was performed by Vilkas and Holofernes, not Tarlenheim, who hadn’t been present at the Graveyard of the Innocents.




So, Sabrina and Lee had offered to make a run for breakfast treats before they were due in the catacombs for the morning. While Frau Farber could make nearly anything they asked for, Hentzau decreed that they would limit their requests to standard home breakfast material and not ask for anything that required a deep fryer or espresso machine. 




“Definitely donuts,” Lee agreed.




Dawn looked up from her spot on Sabrina’s shoulder, chirped, climbed over to his, and started sorting through his hair looking for nits and other parasites to strip out and eat.




“She’s doing less of that,” Sabrina noted.




“De-stressing,” Lee replied. “Plus she’s got the four of us to spread it out over.”




“I think she likes your hair best,” Sabrina said, considering him. “Mine’s too long. She gets frustrated. It was kind of funny watching her try to figure out Gehring.”




The stoic butler had stood there for several minutes while monkey!Dawn had tried to pry some hair off his head, but since he kept his closely trimmed, after several minutes of escalating tactics—including trying to scrape his scalp with her teeth—the vervet had given up and retreated to Cole, whose hair tended to stand on end when she was done with it.




“Don’t look now, but I think our fish has taken the bait,” Lee murmured.




Sabrina was getting better at things like checking reflections instead of turning and looking directly at something. She scanned the glass cases behind the counter and caught a wavy reflection of Vilkas, Tarlenheim, and Holofernes converging on them. In the crowded donut shop, the line snaked through two rows of tiny tables with matching chairs. Two pillars supported the ceiling high above, giving ambushers plenty of cover. There was really no way out without facing their attackers.




They stepped up to the counter, where the owner stared at Dawn for a long moment.




“We don’t serve monkeys,” the owner said.




“Oh, she doesn’t get any donuts,” Sabrina assured him. “Fresh fruit and insects only.”




“One dozen jelly filled, two dozen assorted, please,” Lee said, “and one dozen plain.”




The owner glared at Dawn, but opened a box, grabbed some wax paper and began filling the first box. Lee put the money on the counter, reached up, took Dawn from his shoulder and handed her back to Sabrina.




“Take her off her leash,” he said softly, “and get ready. Extra points if we get any of the donuts out of here in one piece.”




Sabrina did so just as the owner set the first box, the jelly-filled donuts, on the counter. His wife joined him, and the boxes were filled twice as quickly.




“So, not as well prepared as you were yesterday,” Holofernes said, reaching them.




She had her dart gun out and held it on Sabrina.




“What makes you say that?” Brown asked, not turning around.




“What is going on here?” the owner demanded. “What are you doing? I won’t have—”




“Silence,” Holofernes ordered. “Spellman and Brown, out with no protection, not even a thought given to your chances, and I see you brought your little friend.”




Monkey!Dawn glared at Holofernes from Sabrina’s shoulder and bared her teeth. For a little monkey, she had some impressive canines.




“Tarlenheim? Vilkas?” Lee asked. “You up for this?”




The three opponents had taken points on either side and behind them, so they were boxed in. Tarlenheim stood on Sabrina’s side, between her and the mullioned windows looking out onto the street. Vilkas was on Lee’s side, between him and the backdoor, and Holofernes was behind them. Customers eating at the little tables were looking up, confused and irritated at the new drama. Several people on their way in, stopped, took a look at the tableau, and backed out of the donut shop.




Vilkas said nothing, only raised his dart pistol a little, sighting on the space between Lee’s shoulder blades.




“Delighted to be here,” Tarlenheim said, grinning.




“Didn’t go with one of the dart guns?” Lee asked, academically curious.




“Oh, I did.”




Tarlenheim’s smile grew wider, and he pulled his weapon out from under his long coat. Unlike his cohort mates who’d stuck with traditional pistol shaped dart guns with a capacity of only six darts, Tarlenheim held a weapon longer than his forearms, bristling with modifications. He flipped a switch, and the motor whirred to life in the suddenly silent donut shop.




“No way!” Lee said, eyes lighting up. “You got a Forf Full Auto Magnum Dart Assault Rifle with motorized flywheel feed and eighteen dart clip capacity?”




“It’s a favorite,” Tarlenheim answered affably. “I made some of the modifications myself.”




“How many clips did you bring?” Lee asked.




“Enough,” Tarlenheim said, hefting the rifle.




“We really have to talk shop,” Lee told him. “None of my guys are interes—”




“Enough!” Holofernes declared. “This is not a game.”




“Actually,” Lee corrected her. “It is.”




He threw the box of jelly donuts at her as Sabrina dove for the floor. Vilkas tried to shoot Lee, but Lee twisted, grabbed the tray on the counter, and used it as a shield. Then he charged Vilkas, tray in front of him, just as Tarlenheim fired his first burst of darts.




“Get the monkey!” Holofernes yelled. 




Dawn might not have understood the full meaning of the words, but she grasped the intent just fine and launched herself with a shriek from the register she’d jumped to when Sabrina dove across the floor, up the nearest pillar, and then from table to table towards the back door. Holofernes tracked her, firing shots that struck table, pillar, and patron, getting closer each time. Tarlenheim switched to the monkey as a target as well, firing another three three-shot bursts, hitting a waitress, who squawked in dismay, a water glass, a banker, and the traditional portrait of the queen on the far wall.




Dawn caromed off the far wall just as Vilkas sidestepped Lee, and she landed on Vilkas’s shoulder, grabbing his hair and swinging around the back of his head with all her wait. He bellowed and turned just as both Holofernes’s and Tarlenheim’s lines of fire converged on him.




He took four darts—three of Tarlenheim’s and Holofernes’s last dart—over his chest and face. 




Lee grabbed monkey!Dawn and scrambled to his feet, tray still in hand. Sabrina was halfway to the door, a table between her and Tarlenheim for cover.




“So, Brown,” Tarlenheim called. “I don’t suppose I hit you in all of that.”




“I got tagged on the ankle by someone,” Lee replied, creeping past the outer tables with monkey!Dawn clutched to his chest.




“Mine are dark blue, Holofernes’s are red, and Vilkas’s are green,” Tarlenheim told him.




“Definitely yours, then,” Lee told him.




“Be a good man and limp a bit, would you?” Tarlenheim asked.




“Not that good of an actor,” Lee replied, halfway to the front door now.




“Lee, what about the donuts?” Sabrina called.




Tarlenheim was slowly walking up to the other side of her table.




“Sabrina, fuck the donuts.”




“Hey!” the owner yelled.




Everyone else in the shop remained silent.




Tarlenheim stepped around the last of the obstacles between him and Sabrina, who looked up at him and winced. He pulled the trigger, and nothing happened.




“That’s the trouble with full auto,” Lee said, scrambling. “It jams really easily.”




He grabbed Sabrina by her jacket and hauled her to her feet as Tarlenheim dropped his jammed rifle and reached for a backup weapon.




“Our donuts!” Sabrina protested.




On the way out, one of the customers handed Lee a box of donuts. Lee grinned and nodded at him.




Just as Sabrina was out the door and Lee had his hand on the doorjamb, Tarlenheim cleared his holster and opened fire. Two of the darts hit Lee, mid-back. Lee paused, checked his coat, and sighed.




“Nice grouping,” he told Tarlenheim.




“Thank you,” the man replied. “I’m most impressed by your efforts.”




“Kill the girl!” Holofernes yelled, furious.




Tarlenheim gave her a look of distaste.




“One for one is fair, I think,” he told Lee and Sabrina. “Though I’d have liked credit for taking out Miss Summers.”




“She’s pretty spry even when she’s not a monkey,” Lee warned him. “We’ll see you around.”




Tarlenheim saluted him by raising his gun barrel vertical before his face and bringing it down like a fencing foil.




“Until next time.”




The owner of Guten Morgen Kaffee und Donut stood, stunned, in the wreckage of his shop, his wife next to him, while the Lady Agnes Holofernes, granddaughter of the Duke of Strakenz, berated her two minions—the one for allowing himself to get shot and the other for not shooting even more people. She seemed unhappiest about the fact that the young man who’d ordered the donuts and then thrown a full box of them at her had deliberately chosen the jelly donuts, and now her white sweater was streaked with raspberry, chocolate, and creme filling. 




His customers were similarly silent and wide-eyed. One of the men still had a suction cup tipped dart stuck to his balding head. A jelly-filled donut that had somehow become squashed against the pillar peeled off under the weight of gravity and fell with a splat to the floor.




His wife turned to him.




“Oh, no, not Prague!” she repeated to him. “No, we must go to Strelsau! Rent is cheaper, we’ll save money! People like donuts in Strelsau just as much as in Prague! It must be Strelsau!”




He sighed and reached for the broom.





Of the first death, the awkwardness of public transformations, kitty go boom, unicorns are assholes, and entering, but not breaking



News of the first death of the semester met Professor Jones’s students that morning. She had been a junior, majoring in Classics, and her body was found by one of the cohorts just outside one of the entrances to the catacombs that happened to be off school property and just outside the limits of the cathedral’s narrow churchyard. She had been left, draped across the steps down to wrought iron gate which limited access to that stretch of the cave system. Her collar had been unbuttoned down to her cleavage and then turned under to expose her throat. Two small puncture wounds marked the manner of her death. They were deep, ringed with white, and unmangled, suggesting she hadn’t struggled. The expression of abandoned ecstasy on her face gave reason why. One of her classmates noted that her killer had unbound her hair, as she’d always worn it pinned up for class. The one member of her cohort who saw her body broke down and had to be escorted back to her room by two seniors.




Professor Jones called his students together in the main gallery under Saint Drogo’s quad.




“Most of you thought you understood the risks of attending this university,” he said quietly to the gathering of subdued undergraduates. “Maybe you never faced magic or demons or the supernatural before you got here, but you saw plenty your first few weeks, and you thought you had a grip. So, if you’re feeling overwhelmed or terrified or like you just woke up in a brand new nightmare, you’re not alone. What you need to understand is that you were brought here to learn to fight these ancient evils. Yeah, some of you will go on to head corporations or work high level government jobs, some of you will go home and never see so much as a house elf or a water sprite, but many of you will pick up the work our graduates have done since the university was founded. It’s why you’re here. It’s why I’m here.”




He looked around at the students, still towering over many of them despite his years. His craggy face, his slight limp, his worn eyepatch, and the weapons he always carried were no longer the accessories of a thousand riveting tales told after class but the very real, very weighty consequences of fighting a decades-long battle with evil.




“Margery Kemp fell under the shadow of that evil,” Jones continued. “It’s still here. Rest assured, it will be rooted out and destroyed. Seniors, you’ll be called on for scouting and patrol duties. Juniors, you may volunteer as your conscience guides you. Freshman, you’re to follow your mentor’s instructions to the letter. No arguments.”




One of the students raised his hand.




“Forbischer?” Jones called.




“Was it Dracula?” the freshman asked in a shaky voice.




“We don’t know,” Jones answered. “The victimology suggests it could be. There have been a handful of unconfirmed sightings in the last month. But. The last time Dracula showed his face in Strelsau, Hentzau’s great-uncle, Strakenz’s aunt, Tarlenheim’s grandfather, and a whole bunch of other movers and shakers chased him out of town with enough vigor to keep him out for a couple of centuries. It doesn’t seem likely.”




The professor paused for a moment.




“Now, this is me being an old patriarchal dinosaur,” he said, “but Dracula’s got a thing for the ladies, and we know his standard harem of three was killed off a few years ago.”




He nodded towards Hentzau, who inclined his head respectfully.




“So I’m going to get all paternal on the female students,” he continued. “Stick with at least one man in your cohort. Not because I don’t respect the hell out of your abilities, but because our vampire—whether it’s Dracula or some other bloodsucker—is following the old seduction/death standard. You’re at greater risk than the men. Gentlemen, this is not leave to get stupid. Use your big heads, not your little ones, and remember that plenty of men have been suckered into going Renfield. Got it?”




Agreement rippled across the rows of gathered students.




“Head out,” Jones ordered.







“I like how there’s a vampire loose, almost certainly in the catacombs, and they don’t even consider canceling this little exercise,” Lee said, holding his lantern up for Cole to copy the markings on the spancel above.




“Because it must be done,” Hentzau answered, getting the dimensions of the room with a laser measurer. “If we stayed out of the catacombs, we’d only be allowing vampires and other creatures free reign. And unlike other cities’ underworlds, this one changes. It’s the price of having a Hellmouth down here. If we were gone long enough, it could change beyond recognition, and then it would be the stronghold of monsters.”




They were in the far off northeastern quadrant, remapping known areas and marking the small changes that accumulated when tunnels, corridors, rooms, stairs, cisterns, and other areas went unvisited for months on end. Every now and then, they crossed a tunnel with evidence of traffic—footprints in the dust or no dust at all, things dropped, small piles of belongings left for later. Most of it was innocuous. There was a small population of homeless people who took shelter in the catacombs. Artists and urban explorers were always finding their way down there, and some enterprising business people would hold raves, perform concerts and plays, and give tours of the more public areas. Those places—the church crypts, the university basements, and the sub-levels of different palaces and strongholds—rarely changed at all.




Scattered through the different levels were quarters carved out of the living bedrock during wartime. The oldest ones, connected to the caves the town was founded near, dated back to Roman times. More recent ones included those carved out during the Napoleonic wars and again during World War I and II. The ossuaries were also part of the labyrinth of passages. With the exception of Good Queen Edith’s Innocents Graveyard, the graves of all the churches were regularly emptied out, and the bones stacked in orderly rows. There were well marked plague pits, as well, which not even the most foolhardy of undead would go near.




“So, what was that thing about Dracula’s harem?” Cole asked.




He stepped around Sabrina, who was sitting at one end of the empty room, catching up on her own notes while monkey!Dawn paced back and forth at the end of her unchewable metal chain, making little noises.




“Our squad killed all three of Dracula’s sister-wives three years ago,” Hentzau answered. “Finn’s squad, that is.”




“And you were part of that?” Lee asked. “Not bad.”




“I was of no help in that particular venture,” Hentzau said and didn’t elaborate. 




Lee and Cole exchanged looks but didn’t pursue it. Sabrina stuffed her notebook into Dawn’s bag and got to her feet.




“What about this passage?” she asked, stepping up to a tunnel that had once seen a great deal of traffic.




“That leads to the Fekatelo castle,” Hentzau answered. “the cistern beneath is our next stop.”




“So, it’s kind of weird that this is probably the creepiest part of Strelsau, by far,” Cole said, glancing around, “and I’ve barely seen any ghosts.”




“Barely implies that you have seen at least one,” Hentzau said. “Have you?”




“A barefoot monk with an old pierced metal lantern on a chain and a woman in a red dress with chains on her wrists and ankles,” Cole answered. “Chains seem to be coming up a lot lately.”




“That would be Brother Aloysius, who hid the town’s children down here when the town was under threat of sacking by the Franks,” Hentzau answered. “He may be looking for strays. The woman could be Princess Adelphia.”




“What did she do?” Lee asked.




“The story is that she killed the Franks’ ambassador sent to parley with her brother, who’d been killed in battle, and she fed his body to the local pigs to cover it up. When her younger brother took power and made peace, he had her chained in one of the chambers down here, and then bricked up the door as a term of the treaty.”




“That seems kind of harsh,” Cole said. “I mean, not a big fan of murder and feeding to pigs, but she was trying to protect the city.”




“Well, her brother got a wife out of the treaty, and I believe she was the ambassador’s niece,” Hentzau explained. He looked up. “Where’s Spellman?”




“She’s right ov—” Lee stopped, looking around. 




They all heard the sudden, furious squabbling barks of an enraged monkey.




“That’s a leopard alarm,” Lee said.




All three of them dropped their notebooks and pencils, grabbed weapons and ran for the narrow passageway. It was only ten or so yards before it opened onto the entrance of a large, arcaded cistern. Steps lined the near side of the room and led down past marks of water levels from ages ago to a tiled floor nearly a foot deep in black water. Rows of columns marched back the length of the chamber, and at the far end, light pierced the ceiling in regular intervals.




Sabrina stood in the middle of the entrance, a few feet from the head of the stairs, looking around, curious. Monkey!Dawn furiously scrambled back and forth at the edge of her leash’s radius. She jumped, she flipped, she rolled over and bit at her chain, but she couldn’t get free. When she saw the men, she screeched and then climbed up Sabrina’s coat to her shoulder and started berating her.




“Do you hear music?” Sabrina asked, putting a hand on monkey!Dawn’s quivering body. “Dawnie, what’s wrong?”




“Let’s get back to the last chamber,” Hentzau said, taking Spellman by the arm and guiding her back to the passage.




“What’s wrong?” Sabrina asked. “Hentzau?”




They left the cistern behind and pulled Sabrina back into the previous room. 




“Look at me,” Hentzau ordered, pulling Sabrina around to face him. “Did anyone speak to you? Were you told to do anything?”




“What?” she asked, puzzled. “What are you talking about?”




The vervet jumped over to Cole’s shoulder, where she grizzled and fretted. Then she finally gave up and started digging through Cole’s hair.




“Hey,” Cole protested. “Go easy. It’s not my faul— Ahhh!”




Cole abruptly fell over, and Dawn got to her feet, brushing herself off.




“But does anyone ever listen to me?” Dawn asked, rhetorically. “No! Because, apparently, everyone’s got better things to do than not get ea— hey, everything got small.”




Everyone stopped. Sabrina gently pulled her arm out of Hentzau’s grasp and looked around. Hentzau stayed frozen, mouth slightly open, other hand raised to gesture. Lee blinked several times and broke into a wide, delighted grin. Cole sprawled on his back, one foot and both arms raised, the chain and monkey harness now trapped under him.




“Huh,” Dawn said, checking the palms of her hands and then turning them over. “That was really weird. I could have sworn that…why’s everyone staring at me?”




“Uh,” Hentzau said.




“Dawnie, you’re back!” Sabrina said, relieved.




“Hi, Dawn,” Cole said, and waved.




“Oh, hey, Cole,” Dawn answered, smiling. She looked back up, flexing her shoulder and rubbing it where the harness had left a red mark when all the safety releases gave at once. “You know, I had the strangest dream that I…I…”




She looked back down at Cole, up at Hentzau, over to Lee, and then back to Sabrina.




“Please tell me I’m having that nightmare where it’s midterms and I’m naked,” Dawn said.




“Well, it’s mid-terms,” Lee said, “and you are naked.”




Hentzau finally snapped out of his paralysis, stripped his jacket off, and held it open for her. Dawn turned and pulled it on slightly faster than the speed of sound. As Hentzau was nearly six inches taller than her, the hem of the jacket fell several inches past her hips. She wrapped herself up and held it tightly closed. Then they all stood, except for Cole, and stared at each other. Finally, Cole got to his feet.




“It’s not even lunch yet,” Cole said.




“You’re right,” Sabrina said, frowning in thought. “In fact, it’s almost exactly three days since I cast the spell. Which means, either I had the limitations wrong or Dawn is as stubborn and curious as a cat. Maybe even more, since she can’t convert sunlight to gravity.”




“The Law of Conservation of Cat Qualities?” Lee asked. “The sum of all variables must be equal to three days? Or is it the product of all variables?”




“I’ll have to ask Herr Shang,” Sabrina said.




“Hang on,” Dawn said, still beet red with embarrassment but trying to fake it. “Spell? Three days? I was…Oh my god, you turned me into a monkey. Sabrina!”




“Sorry,” Sabrina apologized, grimacing with guilt.




Hentzau clearly had to refocus his thoughts, but he turned back to Sabrina just as stern as he had been before Dawn’s transformation had knocked Cole over.




“Spellman!”




“What?!” Sabrina turned around, flustered.




“You left this room by yourself,” he reminded her. 




“No, I didn’t,” she argued.




“Yes, you did,” Hentzau insisted. “Dawn made an alarm call, and we fetched you back here. Do you remember any of that?”




“I did?” Sabrina asked.




“I did?” Dawn asked. 




“Yeah,” Lee told Dawn. “Something about ‘better things to do than not get eaten’?”




Dawn frowned in thought. “No, I was…no. Uh…yeah, I’ve got nothing.”




“Spellman,” Hentzau said her name, getting her attention. “Do you remember seeing anyone? Did anyone say anything to you?”




“You mean just now?” Sabrina asked. “No. I heard some music, and I was trying to figure out where it was coming from. I didn’t leave this room.”




She paused and looked around. 




“At least, I didn’t think I’d left the room,” she added.




“What’s going on?” Dawn asked.




“There’s a vampire in the catacombs,” Hentzau said. “There’s been one death so far.”




“Does anyone have my bag?” Dawn asked, appalled.




Sabrina took it off her shoulder and held it out. “I had to repack it,” she explained, “but the others can now open it.”




“You had to…repack it?” Dawn repeated.




She opened it and stuck her hand in. “Um…where’s my laundry?”




“Oh, it’s up in our room at Hent— oops,” Sabrina said.




Giving her roommate a dire look, Dawn reached further into her bag and pulled out a small duffel. 




“Spare set of clothes,” she sighed. “Fortune favors the prepared.”




“Uh, not to be all demanding,” Cole said, “but can we deal with the vampire alert first?”




Dawn gave him a look that did not bode well. “We’re all here in this room together, and we’re all paying attention, right? And it’s daylight, right? So short of it being Dracula, we’re fine as long as we stay together.”




After a moment’s silence while she pulled things out of the duffel, she looked back up. “Are you kidding me?”




“It…could be Dracula,” Hentzau admitted.




“Are you—” She cut herself off. “So the rumors are true?”




“They are unconfirmed,” he answered, “but looking more likely.”




“Yeah, but Sabrina didn’t see anyone,” Dawn said, pulling a pair of jeans, a pair of panties, a bra, and a t-shirt out of the duffel. “And no one’s actually seen him face to face? Because Dracula isn’t exactly shy. Hey, can you guys turn around?”




Hentzau turned immediately. Lee followed suit even before Cole did, and Sabrina followed suit.




“Because when Buffy faced off against him,” Dawn continued, the sound of her feet scootching one way and then the other as she pulled clothes on punctuating her words, “he found her while she was on patrol. And he put the whammy on Xander first thing.”




“That was our experience as well,” Hentzau said. “We were in Bulgaria, burning out a nest of trolls. He sought us out.”




Dawn grunted, and from the sound of it, hopped a couple of times. “He try to make Renfields out of any of you?”




“Tried, but failed,” Hentzau said. “John Brant took precautions and inoculated all of us against it.”




“Geez, could use a copy—” she grunted again, “of that,” then she growled with effort, “for future ref— oh my god, what have you people been feeding me?! I can’t button my jeans!”




Lee stood, lips completely pressed together as he tried not to laugh.




“Um, fruit, raisins, the occasional cracker,” Cole said, glancing over his shoulder, realized what he was doing, and looked straight ahead. “You really liked bananas. You ate a couple of bugs on your own. We didn’t give them to you.”




She groaned. “Hentzau, you’ll have to wait to get your jacket back.”




“That’s fine,” he sighed.




“You’re not mad, are you, Dawn?” Sabrina asked. “It really was an accident.”




She took the coat Dawn held out to her, and Dawn worked at getting her bra and shirt on in record time. 




“No, I’m not mad at you, Sabrina,” Dawn answered, getting her arms through the appropriate holes and pulling it on over her head. “Well, not really mad. Okay, I’m kind of annoyed. You owe me a backrub and a mocha, and I get to pick the next movie, okay?”




Sabrina exhaled in relief. “You got it.”




“Backrubs?” Lee asked.




“Not a word, Brown,” Dawn snapped. “Not one word.”




They waited another moment Dawn apparently arranged things, and she finally sighed.




“Okay, I’m decent.”




The men relaxed, and Sabrina gave Dawn a hug.




“I’m so glad you’re you again,” she said. “I missed you.”




“Shoes?” Hentzau asked. 




“Cowboy boots,” Dawn answered, pulling them out of her bag one by one. 




She’d apparently found something to pin Hentzau’s jacket with so that it fit her instead of gaping at the waist.




“Very well,” Hentzau said. “I think it best we report back to Professor Jones’s staging point. Whatever else, we need to treat this as a vampire sighting.”




“But I didn’t see anything,” Sabrina said. 




“ ‘The other night upon the stair, I met a man who wasn’t there,’ ” Lee quoted.




“And we could use the time to catch Summers up on the duel,” Hentzau added.




“Duel?” Dawn demanded. “There’s a duel? Can I not leave you guys alone for three days?”







“Sabrina, I’m not mad, honest,” Dawn said for the thirtieth time, climbing the stairs to their room above the bistro. “It’s just a lot to wrap my head around right now. All I want to do is get my comb, some fresh clothes, and a pair of shoes I can wear without people staring at me.”




“I just feel so bad,” Sabrina said for the thirty-first time.




“Well, look at it this way,” Dawn answered, opening the door, “I got to take the easy way out of my mid-terms—except for Art, I’m guessing. I also got some serious downtime, and well…I feel better. I was seriously worried about another spaz attack on Saturday, and now…not…”




Sabrina nearly walked into her.




The desk chair had been moved from their desk to the other side of the room, beyond the wardrobes and between the beds, next to the stove. There, Frey von Tarlenheim was comfortably ensconced, his slippered feet propped up on Sabrina’s bed, a book open in his hand, a mug of coffee on the stove, and Salem draped across his legs. 




Sabrina gasped in shock.




“Salem, you traitor!”




Salem looked up at her and blinked slowly.




“Meow,” he said. “Purr.”




“Ladies,” Tarlenheim greeted them. “Miss Summers, how lovely to see you returned to your rightful form.”




Dawn regarded him with narrowed eyes. “How’d you get in? The outside door is always locked, and I don’t see you getting past Signora Fiorentino to come through the family’s apartments.”




“I climbed over the roof,” Tarlenheim answered. “The window latch is quite old and easy to get to from the outside.”




“You’d have to have hung upside down from the eaves,” Dawn said, aghast.




Tarlenheim shrugged and laid his book aside.




“Well, I’m sure you two have a great deal to catch up on,” he said, getting up. “Please don’t let me keep you from—”




“You were staying here the entire time!” Sabrina declared.




“Well, since late Sunday night,” he admitted. “And I must thank you. These are extremely comfortable quarters, especially with the attached bathroom and nearly unlimited hot water. I only wish your landlord didn’t keep baker’s hours.”




Dawn stepped past the wardrobes to the far half of the room, where she and Sabrina lived most of their lives outside classes and Hentzau’s townhouse. Tarlenheim started packing his things into a bag. For a two night stay, he’d been fairly tidy. The only thing out of place was a flower vase from the desk with a mix of daisies and briar roses, clearly picked from a garden and not from a florist, that Tarlenheim had put on the mantle above the stove.




“You’re taking a chance,” Dawn pointed out. “You can’t kill us in our own rooms.”




“Yes,” he responded, smiling, “but neither can you kill me. The rules state that private bedrooms and bathrooms are off limits. It doesn’t say anything about the room having to belong to one of the players.”




He pulled his jacket on, tucked his slippers into his bag, and pulled it over his shoulder.




“And now, ladies, I must bid you adieu,” he said, “before any of your faithful cohort come at your command.”




Dawn rolled her eyes. “I don’t need any of the guys to drop a flower pot on your head, Tarlenheim.”




“Dawn, he did give me and Cole a head start yesterday,” Sabrina protested, “and he didn’t try to kill me after he got Lee.”




“So out of all the Dragons, you’re the one with a sense of fair play?” Dawn asked him.




Tarlenheim shrugged. “Less a sense of fair play than an appreciation of the dramatic. What good is winning the game if one looks anxious the entire time?”




“I think Holofernes would beg to differ,” Dawn told him.




He gave her a lopsided smile that was nothing short of adorable. “When it comes down to it, Miss Summers, Strakenz does not command my loyalty or hold my oaths. Every Tarlenheim is a Queen’s man, through and through.”




Dawn’s sudden stillness must have been obvious, as Tarlenheim turned abashed.




“My deepest apologies,” he said, giving her and Sabrina each a short bow. “There was no hidden barb in my comment. Unlike the Strakenzii, the Tarlenheims have never borne a grudge against Hentzau, and I have never seen nor heard anything which would ever lead me to question his loyalty to the throne.”




“No,” Dawn managed. “Of course not.”




“I did leave a few notes of gratitude for your hospitality,” he told them. “A pound of chocolate on the desk, the flowers, and the books I brought with me. Please keep them. In fact, the flowers—”




He turned to the vase and pulled a daisy and a briar rose out of the vase and snapped their stems to a few inches in length. 




“If I may?” he asked, holding them up.




“Oh, fine,” Dawn said.




“Yes, please,” Sabrina said, smiling with delight.




Tarlenheim pulled two short, thick wires out of his jacket pocket, and wrapped one around each stem.




“A trick florists use if a lady wishes to wear her flower,” he told them.




He tucked the briar rose in Sabrina hair, using the wire to secure it firmly to the barrette she held her hair back with. Since Dawn’s hair was loose and down thanks to the recent transformation back from monkeyhood, he tucked hers behind her ear, bending the soft florist’s wire to the shape of her ear.




“Ladies,” he said, taking each hand in turn and giving a kiss on the knuckles, “a delight. I hope to know you better after the game is concluded.”




“I promise nothing,” Dawn said, but grudgingly smiled. 




Tarlenheim closed the door after himself and, from the sound of it, almost ran down the stairs.




“He’s nice,” Sabrina said.




“He’s charming,” Dawn answered, “Not the same thing.”




She frowned at the door, considering, and then, after a moment, pulled the flower from her hair. 




“Isn’t florist’s wire usually more…wirey?” she asked Sabrina.




“No idea,” Sabrina said. “Dawn…you don’t think he slept in one of our beds, do you?”




“So don’t want to know,” she answered, sitting on her bed.




After a moment’s consideration, Dawn started picking at the wrapper on the soft, thick wire. It didn’t take long to reveal the contents.




“Sabrina, give me your flower,” she said, pulling her cell phone out. 




She took a picture of the two—one unwrapped, the other in its original state—sent it off, and made a call.




“Put it on speaker,” Sabrina said, sitting next to her and leaning over her shoulder.




“Where’d you get that?” Lee asked without preamble.




“Tarlenheim,” she said “What are they?”




“Well, if they were real, they’d be blasting caps,” Lee answered. “They’re a decent if obvious fake.”




“So, could they kill someone?”




“That tiny thing on the actual wire in there is a receiver, so he can set it off remotely, but he’s got to have line of sight on it,” Lee responded. “And it would depend on how close the cap is to the victim.”




“How about in direct contact with the skull?” Dawn asked. “In my case, just behind the right ear.”




They both heard Lee suck in air through his teeth. “You know how they say the human brain has the same consistency as Jell-O? That would make it literal.”




“Yeah, he wrapped one around a flower for each of us and tucked them into our hair,” Dawn told him.




Sabrina looked much more sober now. Salem jumped up into her lap and began making biscuits.




“Well, he’s got style,” Lee said. “Dump the flowers. I’ll send Cole over.”




“Hang on,” Dawn answered, staring at Salem. “I’ve got an idea.”







Tarlenheim leaned a little around the corner, watching the door that opened to the stairs up to girls’ room. It probably wouldn’t work. Almost certainly not for Summers. His guess was that she didn’t have a romantic bone in her body. Now, Spellman had gone all starry eyed and dreamy at the gesture, so she might just wear it out of the building. They’d probably hate him afterward, which was too bad, but then it just made the challenge of winning their affections back all the more entertaining.




To his delight, both girls still had the flowers in their hair when they left. Summers took a moment to lock the door behind her while Sabrina looked around for possible assassins. He started recording the video on his phone and pulled the trigger out of his pocket. There was a very small thump behind him, but he kept his focus on the young women crossing the street in front of him. It would be worth getting killed to pull this off.




He flicked the trigger button, knowing the electrical signal would make both Summers and Spellman jump in surprise. Nothing happened. He hit it again. Nothing. Concerned—after all, he’d spent the last two nights testing the damn things—he looked at the trigger and just as he pressed the button a third time, a weight like a very heavy hand came down on his shoulder. Startled, he looked up. Spellman’s cat, the large black one with insane golden eyes, had stepped off the pile of boxes behind him onto his shoulder. He could feel the cat’s claws pierce his jacket and shirt as it took hold for balance. 




From the cat’s collar, the two “blasting caps” hung, just next to Tarlenheim’s ear.




The cat met his gaze and said, “I got yer boom right here, buddy boy.”







“No, no, no,” Dawn disagreed. “It was definitely higher pitched. The man has a set of lungs on him, and falling over in shock did not stop him from putting them to use.”




“God, I wish I’d been there,” Lee said, leaning back in his chair.




“You were, in spirit,” Dawn assured him. “Besides, Catrina said she would forward her video over to us. We let her into our room just so she could get a decent shot from Sabrina’s window.”




“To our one threat, ended,” Hentzau said, lifting a glass.




The rest followed suit. They clinked glasses together and toasted Tarlenheim and themselves.




“What about Holofernes?” Dawn asked.




“Oh, we left the best for last,” Hentzau said, an evil smile lighting his face. 




“Kind of doubt she’ll try anything on her own,” Cole said. 




“No,” Hentzau agreed, “but if she does try something, she’ll employ others to run interference. I suggest we be as circumspect as possible until Thursday at sunset.”




Everyone agreed.




“So, Dawn,” Lee began after a moment’s pause. “I think I speak for everyone here, when I say: spill.”




“Spill?” Dawn asked, looking up from her glass.




“You’ve been going on field trips,” he said and reached for her bag. He laid the flap back, pulled the zipper open, reached in, and pulled out the four foot long possible unicorn horn that had seen such speculation. “And I don’t know about the rest of these guys, but I want the story behind this thing.”




“You…want the story?” Dawn asked, nonplussed.




“You’ve got a small fortune in gold, pearls, medicines, and survival gear in there,” Cole said. “Of course we want to hear.”




“I want to hear about the pearls,” Sabrina said. 




“Uh…wuh…” Dawn looked around, doubtful.




“If it’s not too much prying,” Hentzau said. “We are very curious.”




“Really?” Dawn asked.




“Are you kidding?” Lee asked back. “I mean, it’s been obvious that something has been going on. You come back with a tan at the end of January, your hair is two inches longer than it should be in February, you get more and more sick the past couple of weeks, and then suddenly, you’re all better?”




“No, it’s just…” she paused. “I never had any stories anyone wanted to hear before. Buffy and Xander and Willow were the ones doing the interesting stuff. I just stayed in the library and researched, or I needed to be rescued, or I was with them.”




She looked away for a moment, but before the mood could shift too far, Lee brought the spiral horn up so that it was just in front of her and waggled it.




“Come on,” he said, slightly sing-song. “Unicoooooorn. Ee-yoooooo-neeeeeeee-cooooooorn.”




With an abashed smile, Dawn took the horn from him and considered it.




“Okay, so it turns out that unicorns are assholes,” she told them. “Or at least this one was. I was in this enchanted forest, minding my own business.”







“Oh where oh where did my old marquis go,” Richard sang, twirling the boar spear in his hand.




“He’ll be along,” Door answered, shifting from foot to foot in an unusual show of nerves. 




They sat in one of the much smaller offshoot tunnels from a larger gallery that ran from the Strelsau cathedral to the palace. This one ended at a narrow entrance to a deep cellar beneath the city home of the Hentzau family. The current graf had recently had a very stout gate with a very stout lock installed. The lock had a thumbprint scanner and a keypad. Door had been studying it for some time. 




Her words were true, as the Marquis de Carabas came striding down the bend in the passage, shaking his hands to get them dry. His linen sleeves were wet to the elbow, and he had his coat folded up and tucked under one arm. When he reached them, he nodded in greeting and pulled his coat back on.




“Where have you been?” Richard asked. 




“You’d rather not know,” de Carabas assured him.




“Well?” Door asked.




“Consider the matter resolved.” De Carabas gave her a curt nod.




“I’ll owe this to you,” she told him.




He glanced up at her from fixing his cuffs, his pride stung. “I may be a mercenary without peer, Lady, but I am still a denizen of the world Below. It was my duty and my honor.”




“To what?” Richard asked, feeling a little peevish that he was so effectively closed out of it.




“Ridding the world of that Renfield we met last night,” de Carabas answered. “I cut his throat and dropped him in one of the deeper plague pits of old.”




Richard didn’t flinch, but something of his horror must have come through.




“I told you you’d rather not know,” de Carabas reminded him.




“So if we’re so worried about this Szekely,” Richard asked, “why are we here in the middle of the night when he’s most like to be roaming?”




“Because it’s the only time we’ll be able to get into the Graf’s home without being noticed,” Door answered. “His servants are far too active during the daytime.”




She placed her hand on the lock and closed her eyes. After a few silent moments, there was a soft click. The gate pushed open under Door’s hand. She looked back at Richard and de Carabas.




“Let’s go.”





Of embarrassed intruders, midnight snacks, the appropriate use of ‘minion’, and habits of undress



It was very late, and by the light of the old fashioned nightlight, Dawn sat up in bed, wrapped in an extra blanket, and thought.




Being a monkey had not been half bad. The ability to climb all over things and sit on other people’s shoulders was pretty nifty when you got down to it. Everything had been of the moment, and if something wasn’t a part of the moment, then it didn’t matter. She’d caught up on her sleep, and the last three days had been uncomplicated and without stress. She wasn’t flinching at shadows, she had no sense that what was going on around her wasn’t real, and everything was the way it was supposed to be.




But she’d lost some things as well. She’d lost Spock’s imprint on her mind. She knew of the things she’d gained when he’d merged his mind with hers, but they weren’t a part of her anymore. She knew, for instance, that there was a way to compress the brachial nerve plexus so that a person would lose consciousness, but she had no idea how to do it. She knew that there were meditation techniques that would allow her to lower her heart rate and blood pressure, suppress pain, and extend her strength when she was under severe physical stress, but she couldn’t remember the details of the actual techniques.




It was a fair trade, she supposed. She was at least as well off as she had been on Saturday morning, if not much better. She felt steadier, less like she was holding herself together with baling wire and bubble gum.




She held up the blue Swarovski crystal key pendant that Xander had given her for Christmas. By the calendar, that was just over three and a half months previously. From her journals, figuring the time spent traveling with the Doctor and her solo travel, it was closer to nine months. Spring Break officially started at the end of classes on Friday. She missed Buffy, Xander, Willow, Giles, Jenny, and everyone else at Haven so much, she could barely stand it, but she hadn’t made any arrangements to travel back for the week. She didn’t really know why.




Sabrina had told her about the charm on the pendant, that Willow had spelled it to give warning if Dawn was hurt or abducted or killed. She said that Willow had agreed to send an explanatory letter, but there hadn’t been time for it to be delivered from Cleveland to Strelsau. And Dawn understood, she really did, why Willow had done it. After all, she and Xander had talked about exactly that sort of thing, listing the number of times each of them had been kidnapped (Dawn, Giles, Willow, Xander, her mom, Oz) or held against their will (all of them at one point or another) or badly injured (Cordelia, Buffy, Spike, Giles, etc.) or even killed (Kendra, the first Jenny, Buffy), and that it would be a really good idea for every member of the Council and every Slayer to have something the Council could track them with.




No, she got that. What she had a problem with was that Willow had never told her. Neither had Xander for that matter. She would have worn it. She was a member of the Council, even if she still counted as junior Watcher, and she knew the risks all too well. No, it was being treated like a pet or a child that got her. That Willow believed she couldn’t be told, for her own good, that she well and fully believed that Dawn would get into trouble, need to be rescued, and couldn’t be trusted to wear a charmed item intended to facilitate help.




Xander giving her the pendant was one of the flat out happiest memories of the last year. She’d finally gotten him alone in the middle of the Yule ball. He had no idea how good he looked in tie and tails, with his hair just long enough to look rakish, and the way the corner of his eye creased up when he smiled. She’d gotten her letter from the university, and she wanted to open it with him. She’d been sure it was a rejection—it was barely thick enough for two pages—but Xander had seen the second letter, thick as a Bible, that had arrived the same day and contained all the instructions for attending the spring semester.




He’d given her the Christmas present he’d set aside for her—a Swarovski to pay her back for giving up the fairy chime pendant she’d given to Winky—and he’d completely fooled her with a pair of binoculars, the kind of top of the line spotters that Riley or Buffy or anyone who had combat duty would have drooled over. And just as she had swallowed her heart and her disappointment and started to thank him, he called her a sucker and put the key pendant in front of her.




She knew that all it was to him was a thoughtful token of friendship, but it mattered that he knew her so well. It mattered that he found something that was her, a key, that it was delicate and pretty and feminine, and that he’d picked it in a shade of blue that matched her eyes. Every time she put it on, she had a little moment where she thought of how she knew how much she mattered to him, even if it was just friendship. 




Except, now when she looked at it, the first thing she thought of was that he had given it to Willow to put a tracking and status charm on it, and that neither he nor Willow thought she was grown up enough to know about it.




She wiped her eyes, telling herself it was stupid to be so upset over it. Xander trusted her. He respected her. They’d worked together so many times. And when Buffy had ordered him, he’d tried to take her from Sunnydale so she couldn’t stand with her own sister when the world almost ended yet again.




Each of the letters Buffy had written—only three of them—had told Dawn that it was okay to quit and come back home. That if it was too much—being away from home, taking a full course load of classes, being unsure of her teachers, her classmates, and sometimes even her cohort—Buffy would even out and get her. She hadn’t written in three weeks. Their mom’s birthday was coming up, and they’d agreed, on the last anniversary, that no matter where they were and no matter what else was going on, they’d always talk on that day.




Dawn sighed, wishing she were sleepy. She held the pendant up and watched it wink in the low light. She honestly didn’t know what to do. Did she stop wearing the pendant until she could get her feelings settled down, so she didn’t resent it and lose the happiness she still had from when Xander had given it to her? Did she tell herself to stop being a baby and just wear the damn thing even though she didn’t want Buffy or any of the Scoobies interfering with things there? Hell, if she were kidnapped or hurt or anything, she knew Sabrina, Hentzau, Lee, and Cole were the ones who would save her, not Buffy, Xander, Willow, and Giles.




The pendant twisted back and forth on the chain, its winking reflections lulling her into quieter and quieter thoughts until she stopped thinking and just sat and watched it. As it turned at the end of its chain, for a moment, she thought of another key, a silver key. Only this one was bigger than her pendant, and it hung from a length of twine, not a silver chain, and it was important. In fact, it was—




Dawn jerked in shock as she suddenly remembered all the little details. How could she have forgotten? Even as a monkey? Even getting changed back to a human? Screw the vampire, this should have been the first thing she asked about.




She scrambled out of bed, grabbed the robe she’d left over the chair, pulled it on, and left for Hentzau’s room. His bedroom was on the floor below, while she and Sabrina shared the best guest room on the fourth floor, across the hall from the two smaller rooms that Lee and Cole had. She strode to the stair and dashed down, then excused herself as she passed the two men and one woman standing in the wide hall without noticing them.




Hentzau had never taken over his parents’ suite. Instead, he slept in the next largest suite, which he’d taken over once he’d reached eighteen and had to spend significantly more time in Strelsau while he was assigned to Riley’s squad. She reached the door and started knocking, hoping she wouldn’t wake anyone else up. She’d rather not wake Hentzau, but the idea of going into his bedroom, uninvited, while he was asleep, sounded like an invitation to disaster.




Knockknockknock.




Knockknockknock.




Knockknockknock.




The door opened, and Hentzau, rumpled and bleary, stood on the other side.




“What’s wrong?” he asked, running his hand through his hair.




For just a moment, Dawn froze. Because while she, monkey-she, had hidden the key on the top shelf behind a beaten gold goblet, she’d watched him get undressed, and the only thing she hadn’t seen had been his feet, because they were hidden by the edge of the bed, and even filtered through monkey brain, it was…memorable.




“Uh.”




“Summers, what’s wrong?” he asked again.




“I need my key,” she blurted. 




“You took it with you last night,” he said, looking understandably irritated.




“I didn’t,” she said. “I hid it on one of the bookshelves in your room, behind a goblet with blue and green stones around the rim.”




“It’s after one,” he said. “Can’t this wait until morning?




“I’m sorry, it can’t,” she told him. “Look, I’ll just be a second.”




She started to step past him, but he stopped her with a hand right where her collarbones met and pushed her back.




“Absolutely not,” he said. “It’s the middle of the night, you’re by yourself, and this is my bedroom. You may not have any regard for your own reputation, Summers, but I do.”




“When did I step into Pride and Prejudice?” Dawn demanded. “Look, I wouldn’t bug you if it weren’t important. I really need that key.”




“Dmitri,” Gehring called, running up the stairs, “what’s wrong?”




“He calls you Dmitri?” Dawn asked, stepping back. “And you’re worried about my reputation? Have you spoken to a member of your own social class in the last ever, Hentzau?”




Hentzau looked like he was grinding his teeth.




“Nothing, Ish,” he answered. “Summers remembered the key she found when she was a monkey, and she’s decided she must have it this instant.”




“Seriously, I wouldn’t bother you if it wasn’t really, really important,” she insisted.




Now he looked like he was counting backwards from ten. In Greek. Gehring reached the head of the stairs and paused. He went from concerned to wary and began scanning the hall. The three people Dawn had passed by slowly stepped back until they were against the far wall. Huginn and Muninn appeared, one of either side of Gehring, and each of them stretched and yawned, revealing long, white teeth and claws like hawks’ beaks.




“Someone’s here,” Gehring said. He pulled a pistol from a holster under his robe. “There’s a smell, like air’s come up from the storm drains under the basement.”




“It’s almost certainly an attempt by Holofernes,” Hentzau said, pinching the very top of his nose, between his eyes.




“The dogs would have noticed,” Dawn said, looking around. 




“Hey, what’s going on?” Lee called, coming down the stairs.




“Dawn? Is everything okay?” Sabrina asked, coming after him.




“You see?” Hentzau asked Dawn, indicating the reason for his caution.




“Quiet!” Gehring ordered.




They all shut up.




“Your Highness, you know the rules,” Gehring said, reverting back to butler formality. “Get back in your room until I’ve secured the house. Your ducklings can help, or they can stay with you.”




Cole was the last to come downstairs, looking adorably sleepy and rubbing his eye with the back of his hand.




“What’s wrong?” he yawned.




Gehring scanned the hallway again, clearly picking up on something but unable to pin down what it was.




“There’s an intruder in the house,” Gehring answered. “More than one, I think.”




Cole got his eyes opened, looked at the rest of them, and then pointed at a spot along the far wall. 




“You mean those three people standing there?” he asked, incredulous.




They all turned to face the spot and frowned in concert.




“What three people?” Sabrina asked.




“Two guys and a girl,” Cole answered. “How can you not see them?”




“Are they ghosts?” Dawn asked, scanning the far wall. 




There was the door which led to the graf’s bedroom, a carved wooden bench below a tapestry of jousting knights, the valet/maid’s door to the dressing rooms, a guy who looked like he’d wandered in from an all-night convenience store, a girl wearing an assortment of motley garments, and a man as proud as Lucifer in a high collared frock coat, knee boots, and breeches. Behind them were portraits of Hentzau’s paternal grandparents, and just past them was the door to the gräfin’s bedroom.




“No, they’re not ghosts,” Cole said. “They’re right there.”




Gehring’s eyes narrowed as he considered the point Cole gestured to.




“I don’t see anyone,” Sabrina said.




“I…don’t…” Hentzau looked like he was trying to read hieroglyphics.




“Holy shit!” Lee yelled. “There are three people there!”




Dawn looked back, and like a pattern of black dots on a white background that suddenly became a dog in the road, there were three people right there in front of her. They’d been there the whole time. She gasped. Gehring had seen them as well, and he had his gun trained down, but the safety was now off.




Huginn and Muninn stalked over and began sniffing the carpet leading up to the three people there, up to their feet, partway up their legs as they stood without moving, and then both dogs backed up two paces and began to growl. Once Dawn had seen them—really seen them—she became aware of the smell that came with them. Concrete, metal, dust, rain, and, yes, just the idea of the unpleasantness of an actual sewer, like they’d lived for days in the catacombs, taken a wrong turn, and been forced to climb out of a manhole.




“Easy,” the guy said, “we’re unarmed. We left our weapons in the basement.”




“We mean no harm,” the girl said. “We’re looking for something of great value to us.”




The man simply raised his hands and stayed silent.




Hentzau came out and closed the door behind him.




“Name yourselves,” he ordered.




“Lady Door, daughter of Portico, of the Family of the Arch,” the girl answered promptly. “My companions are Richard Mayhew, the Hunter of London Below, and the Marquis de Carabas.”




“Pleased to meet you,” Mayhew said, smiling slightly. He looked down at Huginn and Muninn. “Nice doggies.”




“Your Highness,” the Marquis said evenly.




Hentzau’s eyes narrowed in recognition, but he didn’t respond in kind.




“Why have you invaded my home?” Hentzau demanded. 




“We’re looking for a key,” Mayhew answered. “Silver key on a bit of string. Something of a sentimental keepsake. Yesterday, a monkey grabbed it and made off with it. We followed it here but haven’t seen it since.”




Everyone looked at Dawn, but Hentzau saved her from speaking.




“And you didn’t ask for it back, because?” he prompted.




“We’re of London Below,” the Lady Door answered, as if that explained everything.




From the change of expression on Hentzau’s face, it explained something. 




“You saw us,” the marquis said, looking at Cole. “Why is that? What are you, boy?”




“Don’t answer that, Sear,” Hentzau ordered, and then turned back to the interlopers. “You are in my home, and this place is bound by the Old Laws, especially for people like yourselves. You could have found a way to catch my attention. My family’s had dealings with your sort before.”




“My deepest apologies, Your Highness,” Lady Door said, bowing her head and cutting a medium curtsy. “I ask your forgiveness. Our time is short, and I seek an avenue to recover my sister, who was taken from me when our family was killed by Crouch and Vandemar.”




Dawn was close enough to catch Hentzau’s reaction. He froze for a split-second, his eyes wide. What the hell was there in those names that was enough to scare him?




“They’re real?” he asked. “Crouch and Vandemar? Those aren’t just stories?”




“They’re real,” de Carabas answered. “They’re also very dead.”




Hentzau started breathing again.




“What is this key to you?” he asked.




“I hope it’s the way to find my sister and save her,” Lady Door answered.




Hentzau stood silently for a moment, considering.




“My father mentions the Marquis de Carabas, Mister Crouch, and Mister Vandemar all by name in his last diary,” he said. “I thought he was using a cipher.”




“Perhaps he believed there was no need,” de Carabas told him. “We are just stories to the few people of the world Above who’ve ever heard of us. Your father went to a great deal of trouble to get my attention. We spoke on three occasions, and he paid promptly. A good client to have.”




“You never said that,” Door said, looking up at him.




“One of my better qualities is my discretion,” de Carabas told her. “You’ve certainly made use of it.”




“Are you really the son of the Crow King?” Door asked Hentzau.




“I was,” Hentzau answered.




“You still are,” de Carabas told him.




“That title,” Hentzau said, anger flushing his face, “however apocryphal, is in abeyance until I have a child. It has been since my father’s death.”




“Your father’s death,” the marquis repeated without inflection. “Yes, of course. Please forgive my misinformation.”




Hentzau stared at de Carabas for a long moment. It was the kind of glare that would have had Dawn inching for cover of some sort, but the marquis was unmoved.




“I’m sorry to break the mood,” Richard said, a little unsure, “but if we could just get that wee key back, we’ll be out of your hair and your house in no time at all.”




Hentzau looked at Dawn.




“I need to see the key,” she answered. 




“One moment,” he told them.




He went back into his room and emerged a minute or two later, with the silver key on its length of twine. He gave it to Dawn. Her breath caught when she saw it, and it was all she could do not to snatch it from Hentzau’s hand. Instead, she waited for him to drop it in her hand, and then she pressed it between her palms and brought it to her face, exhaling in wonder.




It wasn’t just a key.




It was a Key.




She closed her eyes and felt the Key’s warmth and light bathe her. It—she, because the Doctor had told her that all Keys were female—sang to her. Sweet happiness, joy, gladness, wholeness, recognition, and welcome. It was like walking into a warm room after an hour’s trudging walk in a bitterly cold night or a hug from a friend at the end of an awful day. 




You are not alone.




“Where…where did you find her?” Dawn asked, looking up.




“Her?” de Carabas asked, looking skeptical.




“I won it from the Blackfriars of London Under by surviving the Ordeal,” Richard Mayhew said. “Are you all right?”




“Fine,” Dawn answered. “It’s just…you can’t go around opening things with this Key all willy-nilly. You’ll get a lot more than you bargained for.”




Mayhew’s eyes bugged a bit, and de Carabas barked one laugh.




“I wondered,” Lady Door said softly. “The one time I’ve used it—her, I should say—it felt like she was helping.”




“The place you were at,” Dawn told them, “that was a Hellmouth.”




“What?!” Hentzau had relaxed a little, but at this, he turned to face their visitors as if he were about to lay judgment on them. “Very, very few individuals know where that thing is, and I’m empowered to kill anyone who tries to tamper with it.”




Even de Carabas looked a little pale.




“Are you trying to get us killed?” Door asked him. “A Hellmouth? Imagine if I’d actually tried Richard’s key on that.”




Dawn felt ill at the thought. 




“It would seem my source of information was flawed,” the marquis said between gritted teeth. “I’ll have to speak to him about that error.”




“I’ll have your sworn oath, all three of you, that you won’t come within a hundred meters of it again,” Hentzau said, “or I cannot allow you to leave.”




“What’s a Hellmouth?” Richard asked, frowning with worry.




“Exactly what it sounds like, dolt,” de Carabas answered, his temper showing. “A portal into one of a thousand and more hell dimensions. There’s nothing good can come of it.”




“Oh, well, that’s easy then,” Richard answered. “You have my oath, sir. I won’t step foot near the thing again.”




Door flashed an irritated look at the marquis, clearly unhappy with his mistake.




“Very well, Your Highness,” she said, nodding towards Hentzau. “By Temple and by Arch, I shall not willingly approach nor look upon the Hellmouth of Strelsau Under until such time as you release me from this, my promise.”




“Thank you, lady,” Hentzau said, calming down. “Marquis?”




De Carabas sighed but didn’t try to wiggle. “I swear to you on pain of things worse than death that I’ll make no effort to approach the Hellmouth of Strelsau Under.”




Hentzau relaxed and turned back to Dawn.




“Return the key.”




She almost argued. The Key, nestled in the palm of her hand, still sang. There was her, the TARDIS, and this key, and that was all she knew of her own kind. But she already knew that the Key belonged to Richard. She’d told Dawn herself.




Steeling herself, she took it back to Richard and put it in his hand.




“Take good care of her, okay?” she asked. “She isn’t just a plain old key.”




“I’ll find her a pretty chain,” Richard said, trying to reassure her.




“That would be nice,” Dawn managed. 




“You know,” Cole said, sounding irate, which was rare for him, “we had her all de-stressed and everything. It took accidentally turning her into a monkey for three days, but it worked, and now look at her.”




“Sear,” Hentzau said in a ‘shut up if you know what’s good for you’ tone.




There was an awkward pause, which Richard finally broke.




“Well, it’s that point where we either bugger off or you invite us to tea,” he joked. “So I guess we’ll just bugger off.”




“Tea would be nice,” Sabrina said. “Or cocoa, since it’s so late.”




Dawn honestly thought Hentzau would overrule Sabrina and hustle the three London Belowers down the stairs, out the door, and onto the street in the middle of the night. Instead, Hentzau considered them for a moment, sorted through some number of thoughts in his head, and then made up his mind.




“By the Old Laws,” he said, “I invite you to partake of my hospitality.”




Gehring did a double take, opened his mouth, and almost protested. Then he shut it and put his weapon back in its holster, and he looked very, very put upon.




“By the Old Laws,” Lady Door answered, her voice chiming melodiously, “I humbly accept your gracious offer, Your Highness.”




“Excuse me,” Lee said, “for those of us not in the know, could we get a run down of the Old Laws?”




“By the Old Laws,” Hentzau answered, “unless specified otherwise, for three days, an invited guest has the same rights and privileges as a trusted vassal: safe lodging, food and water, physicking, resupply, sanctuary from oppressors, and an advocate to the host’s own sworn lord.”




“And in return,” Lady Door continued, “the guest will meet any requests the host makes of them during that time, from taking up arms in battle to tutoring a family member in a lost art to any task their host chooses to give them. The only thing the host cannot ask is for their guest to forswear a given oath.”







Midnight cocoa and snacks were served in the formal dining room, away from where the cohort had spent their waking hours. It seemed to Dawn that Frau Farber took pride in putting together feasts under duress and especially under circumstances that would drive other cooks to an apoplexy. Anything that could be served cold—meat, cheese, pickles, slices of fruit, stuffed grape leaves, and more—was plated and sent out first. Then the previous day’s pastries. Then slices of fluffy omelets, and finally, fresh baked muffins, quiche, and apple pie. Hot chocolate and herbal teas were served, and pitchers of water, apple juice, and pineapple juice put out.




Dawn only nibbled, all too aware of how impossible it had been to zip her jeans all the way. She must have gained at least five pounds, and she was too chicken to climb on the scale to find out. Lee had pushed a bowl of raisins toward her, but she’d only shook her head.




“I’m a little burned out on them right now,” she said.




He shrugged and left her alone.




Salem wandered in at some point. Hentzau’s staff had learned early on that it was impossible to keep him out of a room he really wanted into. Salem had learned that no matter how lenient Hentzau was about animals in the dining room—his own wolfhounds lay at his feet—he wouldn’t tolerate them on the table. So, Salem jumped into Sabrina’s lap and surveyed the table, his golden eyes considering and then dismissing Richard Mayhew and Lady Door, but pausing for a moment on the Marquis de Carabas. His whiskers pursed forward.




“So that’s where you’d gotten to,” the marquis said, oozing satisfaction. “I’d wondered after that debacle in Innsbruck.”




Salem dipped his paw in Sabrina’s water and proceeded to lick it dry. Then he extended his claws and cleaned them in a detailed, exacting display of their miniature lethality.




“You,” Salem said, “owe me a new sled, five thousand zloty, and a fresh wench, preferably redheaded, though,” and here he flicked his gaze to Lady Door, “brunettes are acceptable.”




Curious, Dawn watched Lady Door, wondering what the correct protocol was for blatant come-ons/insults. As Door never looked up from the custard tart she enjoyed, the appropriate response seemed to be none at all. Richard looked askance at the whole thing, but then he also looked like he’d learned the hard way a) not to butt in and b) to keep his mouth shut.




“As the end of that particular endeavor was entirely your fault,” de Carabas answered, “I’m afraid you’re still out of luck, and I wouldn’t recommend tasking the lady. She knows more than one way to skin a cat.”




Lady Door found spreading goat cheese on her toasted bagel utterly engrossing.




“I’ll take the other brunet,” Salem answered.




Before Richard could take offense—and he was clearly debating whether he should—Hentzau cut in.




“That’s enough.”




Both cat and marquis subsided, though neither managed it with much grace. Richard looked relieved. Door looked a little bored.




While the three London Belowers steadily devastated the loads of food on the table, Hentzau’s staff, still in pajamas and nightgowns and wrapped in robes, were in and out, arms filled with things. Richard was invited to another room, and when he returned with wet hair, he was outfitted in a much more flattering outfit of woolen pants, linen shirt, plain vest, and hiking boots. His thin trench coat had been replaced with a much longer, more substantial duster with a hem that swept behind him, and Gehring dropped off a leather bag with a buckled flap that clearly held more changes of clothes and another pair of boots. Finnegan, the housekeeper, took Lady Door away for nearly twenty minutes, and returned, it appeared that she’d swapped out many of her tattered layers for new, whole ones. She held a thick shawl around her shoulders. Gehring and Finnegan looked over de Carabas while he pointedly ignored them and came to the conclusion that he didn’t need anything they could supply. 




“Hey, Hentzau,” Lee said, “Let’s talk strategy. If we’ve got three minions no one else can see, there is a metric shitload of ga—”




A knife blossomed from the back of his chair with a loud thunk, and vibrated in place less than three inches from his ear.




“—ame changers…we…” he trailed off.




Everyone except Hentzau and the staff looked at de Carabas, who was studiously cleaning his nails with a similar knife. He looked up at Lee, and a smile spread slowly across his face. It was not a friendly smile.




“Oh, did that get away from me?” de Carabas asked sweetly. “My apologies. I am such a butterfingers.”




Lee managed to look over at Hentzau, moving only his eyes.




“Please reconsider your use of the word ‘minion’,” Hentzau said, taking a bit of sausage. “While the Lady Door and her companions are my guests, they have the same status as you and your cohort, Brown. We’ll discuss a change in tactics after everyone has finished eating.”




Lee cleared his throat, picked up his glass and nonchalantly took a sip. Except for the fact that his hand was ever so slightly shaking, he didn’t do so bad. 




Dawn stifled a yawn. Whatever had kept her awake and pensive earlier in the night had evaporated this late. All she wanted to do was go back to bed and sleep until her alarm went off, which was all too soon.




“So,” Richard said, looking over at her, “what happened to the monkey?”




His clothes smelled like mothballs, and Gehring had apparently hosed him off at some point, because that was the worst of the smells coming off him now. But he reminded Dawn a little of Xander with his air of scruffy discombobulation. She suspected that when it came down to it, like Xander, he could be really dangerous if he chose to be.




“That was me,” she admitted, sipping some water. “My roomie, Sabrina, accidentally turned me into one. The spell was intended for Salem, but apparently he chickened out, and it ricocheted onto me. I changed back earlier today.”




After a moment of silence, Dawn looked up at him. Richard had the look of a man who, having spent a fair amount of time and a great deal of effort coming to terms with the fact that the world was emphatically not what he’d been led to believe, had just discovered that all his hard work had amounted to little more than scratching the surface and saying “huh, that’s different.”




“It’s not like it happens regularly,” she assured him. 




‘No, of course not,” Richard said faintly. “That might actually make sense.”




“Lady Door,” Hentzau began, “do you require any assistance in recovering your sister?”




Door, whom Dawn had watched put away three blood oranges, two bagels with goat cheese and smoked salmon, half a mushroom omelette, a chicken thigh, a bunch of grapes, a thick slice of cantaloupe, a medium-small piece of swiss cheese, and several cups of cocoa, blotted her lips on a napkin and considered.




“It’s difficult to say,” she began.




“It’s not,” de Carabas snapped. “Your pardon, Your Highness. A little circumspection goes a long, but I’ve never been one for polishing another man’s pride.”




“Oh, is that what they call it in London Below,” Cole muttered under his breath.




Dawn nearly lost the sip of cocoa she’d taken.




De Carabas spared an enigmatic look for Cole, who ignored him just as thoroughly as Door had ignored Salem.




“There’s little you can do for us outside of what you already have,” de Carabas added. 




But Hentzau didn’t move his gaze from Door, and for all that he was in blue and purple plaid pajama bottoms, an old blue t-shirt, and a faded robe, he looked just as aristocratic as he ever had. Dawn realized that, with the exceptions of Princess Antonia, the queen of Genovia, and Lord Devereux, the queen’s intended, the only times she’d seen Hentzau interact with other members of the aristocracy, he’s been stiff, arrogant, and hostile. 




Here and now, while there was a generous helping of his native noblesse oblige, he was relaxed and thoughtful. And while he’d certainly unbent around his cohort, he still had more than a few of his bossy, over-protective, and just slightly priggish moments. For the first time it occurred to her: what if the way he was around them wasn’t what he was actually like? What if he acted that way because that was the only way he’d figured out to deal with Lee, Sabrina, Cole, and her? 




She remembered being amazed once, in second or third grade, when she’d seen her mailman at the mall, and her dad had teased her, saying that someone must have forgotten to plug him in back at the post office. You mean, people had lives and existences and stuff to do even when she wasn’t around to see it? Hentzau was more than just an orphaned graf earning extra credit his senior year of university by riding herd on a motley crew of American students? He might actually be more comfortable and relaxed around some homeless daughter of a murdered earl, a man who made sneering an art form, and a hapless third wheel who looked like a plumber press ganged into a ballet?




What if Hentzau actually liked Lady Door, Richard Mayhew, and even the Marquis de Carabas better than he liked her, Sabrina, Cole, and Lee? She couldn’t decide if she was outraged or jealous. Then she just felt muddled, unhappy, and tired. Her head hurt.




“Dawn, are you okay?” Sabrina asked.




That got his attention. He looked up. 




“Summers?”




“Yeah, I think I just pooped out,” she answered. “If you don’t need me, Hentzau, I’m going to head upstairs.”




“Of course,” he answered.




He stood as she got to her feet, just as he always stood when a woman left or arrived at the table. Cole and Lee almost had it down, but they had to scramble to catch up. Lady Door looked up and gave her a half-smile full of sympathy and understanding. De Carabas made it an effortless gesture, flipping out the tails of his frock coat and giving her an elegant half bow. 




“Miss Summers,” he murmured.




Richard forgot to stand entirely.




Sabrina caught up to her on the stairs.




“Are you okay?” she asked again.




“Yeah,” Dawn sighed. “Just a lot to figure out. Do you think Hentzau likes Lady Door?”




“What, you mean likes-like?” Sabrina asked.




“Yeah, maybe. I don’t know,” Dawn answered. “I’m so tired I can’t think straight.”




“Well, you haven’t used that part of your brain for three days.” Sabrina sympathized. “You should go easy, or it might be sore tomorrow.”




Dawn smiled ruefully.




They got back to their room and found Gehring, Finnegan, and two other staff members pulling the two remaining guest rooms into shape. Their own room was, thankfully, just as they left it. Dawn climbed back into bed, yawning as she pulled her covers back over her. She would figure out things tomorrow. The lamp was on Sabrina’s side.




“Weird things,” she said, plumping her pillow up and tucking it under her head.




“What’s that?” Sabrina asked. They often traded thoughts on weird things, funny things, odd things, and good things just before they fell asleep.




“I saw Hentzau naked,” Dawn told her.




“What?! Tonight?”




Sabrina nearly twirled in place to see Dawn.




“No, last night,” she told her roomie, already starting to drift. “When I was still a monkey. I think he thought I was still under the bed. You know how some people take off their shirt and put their pajama top on, and then they take off their pants and then put their pajama bottoms on? Not Hentzau. Just stripped all the way down before anything else went on.”




She yawned wide enough to make her jaw creak.




“He’s got a tattoo of the Order of the Raven on his hip,” she continued. “I think maybe he likes Lady Door.”




“Dawn, you cannot go to sleep after saying something like that,” Sabrina told her.




“And Lee has really nice hair,” Dawn murmured. “I like his hair.”




And she was asleep. Sabrina stared at her for a moment before giving up.




“I probably should have seen that coming,” she admitted to herself.





Of the stress of the teacher’s regard, death by distraction, an ill-thought offer, and being sent to bed with supper



Dawn sat, trying not to fidget, while the owner and chief artist of the studio she’d been assigned to strolled past the twenty best works of the first half of her first semester at Queen Flavia University. Of course, first half of her first semester was actually an extremely adaptable phrase, considering she had drawings in her sketchbooks, plural, from several different points in European history, more than one planet in this universe, and multiple other universes. She’d done all the exercises several times over, because the larger assignments weren’t really manageable when she was off on a jaunt. Twenty-four inch by thirty-six inch pads of paper didn’t fit in her bag, and they couldn’t be folded either. She had managed to take a roll of paper with her, and there were several places where she’d been able to pick up paper or reasonable facsimiles. There had been, unfortunately, some wear and tear on the drawings before she’d thought to get a cardboard tube to put them in.




“Well, you’ve certainly been prolific,” Masters told her. “And you’ve yet to miss one of the Thursday evening studios. I understand you did your turn as a model and were very popular.”




“That’s because I fell asleep and didn’t move,” Dawn answered. “If you can hold the same pose for twenty minutes, they love you.”




Alicia Masters was a portrait sculptor, and her paid waiting list was two years long. She had busts and statues in museums on every continent except Antarctica, her subjects ranged from Nobel peace prize nominees to rock stars to long dead writers of children’s book, and she was one of the pre-eminent advocates of a return to the old apprenticeship method of training artists. She’d taken a position on staff at QFU and converted an old livery stable and building into a studio because the matriculation board agreed with her viewpoint. Not an afternoon passed under her tutelage that Dawn didn’t feel like she’d been beating rugs. Or that she’d been beaten with rugs. 




Today was just the first time she’d been under Mistress Masters’s gaze for more than five minutes.




“I can see clear progression in your use of line in your gesture drawings, more sophisticated use of shape and space in your still lifes, but your values need punching up,” Masters said, perusing the drawings and occasionally squatting to pick one up. “No color for you until you’ve got value down, Dawn.”




Dawn tried to hide her dismay. She’d done value scales and monochromatic self-portraits until she thought her fingers would fall off. Being told she hadn’t mastered it was like being sent back to third grade with an F in Spelling.




“You can handle one-point perspective well enough,” Masters continued. “But I want to see you grounded in local views. Some of this, while not bad, is clearly invented.”




It hadn’t been, but telling your art teacher that the Escher-like connections of a space station’s three axes where the artificial gravity flipped ninety-degrees no matter which way you were going was an exercise in futility.




“There’s a spot outside the Innocents’ Graveyard where you can camp out,” her teacher said, “and if you line it up right, you can see straight down the main walkway to Queen Edith’s tomb with all the other gravestones in line, and you get the cathedral on the right and the Supplicants’ library on the left.”




Dawn jotted her instructions down as quickly as she could. The senior students had warned them that these little suggestions would make or break them in Alicia Masters’s class.




“You’re clearly drawn towards antiquities and oddities in your still lifes,” Master mused. “So, I want you to push yourself. Borrow items from your cohort—not Hentzau, though. Things you’d usually never want to draw.”




Her teacher strode back and forth, considering each of the pieces.




“You know,” she said, rubbing her finger across the space just below her lower lip, “I swear, Dawn, if I didn’t know better, I’d say this was an extremely piecemeal selection from someone who’d been drawing over a much longer period of time without really challenging themselves. How did you get so comfortable?”




Dawn felt her face flush and stared down at her shoes. 




“Didn’t realize I was comfortable,” she muttered.




“Distracted?” Masters asked. “Certainly not focused. You’ve got potential, Dawn, and I know the university is filled with a thousand distractions, but if you want to pursue art, if you really want to make it your calling—and if you want to be a student in my studio, you’d damn well better—you need to set aside the other stuff and push yourself a lot harder.”




“Am I failing?” Dawn asked. 




A failing grade at mid-terms was enough to get her sanctioned by the board. She’d be pulled from any extracurricular activities, and Hentzau would be required to curtail her social activities. The board would get require weekly reports from him and all her teachers. She had never, ever, not in twelve years of increasingly vampire-ridden public school, failed a class or even gotten so much as a B- on a report card.




“Good grief, no,” Masters answered. “Failure would be both a lack of ability and lack of effort. You’re not even struggling. You just need some more direction.”




She started breathing again.




“Actually, I’d say you’re doing better than average,” her teacher continued. “The equivalent of, say, a C plus or B minus, but if you want a first class, I need to see you push yourself. Start asking the seniors for critiques, make yourself uncomfortable, keep reworking your techniques until you can do them in your sleep.”




“Okay,” Dawn managed.




“Dawn,” Masters said, looking over at her, “you told me you wanted to be an artist. That’s why you’re here. I’m not doubting your word, but…are you sure it’s what you want most? I want you to think about it. There’s no wrong answer.”




Dawn nodded an acknowledgement.




“Okay,” her teacher said, glancing at her watch, “five minutes to pack up. I managed to free a corner up for you on the third level. More of a climb, but you’ve got a great view of the Bursar’s building, and there’s a little bit more storage.”







On her way back to Hentzau’s, she was in a grey mood, unable to pick apart what she was feeling or why. The sky was threatening rain, and she glared at it. The last thing she wanted was a reminder that she should be mastering grayscale drawings. The wind picked up, making it difficult to keep her portfolio tucked under her arm. Even the thought of parasailing down the avenue a la Mary Poppins with her umbrella didn’t cheer her much.




“Dawn!”




The call was far off, and she couldn’t tell which direction it came from, so she started scanning the streets.




“Dawn!”




It was Lee, running towards her, at least fifty yards away, waving his arms in a ‘clear out’ gesture.




“Get out of there!” he yelled. “Run!”




She had completely forgotten about the game.




Just as she turned to scan her surroundings, something the size and shape of an apple hit the ground ten feet in front of her and exploded into pink paint. She jumped back, reflexively, and saw spatters of pink appear on her coat hem. Another fist sized blob hit closer as she whipped her portfolio around and held it as a shield. An arc of blue paint splashed across the bottom half.




Across the street, Holofernes stood in a stylish tan duster, mid-calf skirt, twill shirt, and scarf. In her hand, braced against her wrist, was a weapons-grade slingshot, and she had another paint balloon loaded and was drawing a bead on Dawn.




Dawn took off running, trying to get some distance and some cover between her and Holofernes. Lee yelled something she didn’t catch. What had she been thinking? She didn’t even have a ranged weapon on her!




The next one exploded off the end of a delivery truck, showering the vicinity in green paint. She caught the smell and realized Holofernes was using oil-based paint. The last addendum to the rules, agreed to by Hentau, Holofernes, and the board, was that the loser would foot the bill for damage and clean up. Holofernes must have been running the total up as high as she could get it.




She ran for the corner, darting behind a bus stop shelter, and Holofernes paced her, cutting across the street on a diagonal to bring her closer but still keep an almost parallel track. A yellow paint grenade hit her portfolio, and the overblow spattered her hair and feet. At some point, she’d rack up enough peripheral damage that Holofernes would be able to argue that she was injured or killed.




She cut at the corner where one of the national banks reared up overhead, and saw Holofernes’s grim smile. Lee was waving her back, screaming “No! The other way!”, and just as Dawn planted a foot to change directions back towards the bus stop, Holofernes fired another paint grenade in an arc over Dawn’s head. She felt her ankle wrench with the sudden stop, knew it would hold even though it hurt, and then felt a ghastly scrape as the thin layer of muck on the wet pavement gave way under her foot.




Her foot flew out from under her, and she went into a reverse belly flop—flat on her back, limbs thrown wide—just as the paint grenade exploded against the cornice of the architecture above her. Its payload rained down on her from the exact opposite angle she’d held her portfolio. She hit the ground with a splat, the wind completely knocked out of her. The paint splashed her from head and right shoulder all the way down to her left hip.




She held as still as she could, struggling not to breathe until her ribcage agreed to move. She heard one set of feet skid to a halt next to her and figured it had to be Lee, since Holofernes wouldn’t be running at this point.




“Don’t open your eyes,” Lee told her.




She felt him wipe her eyelids with something, getting the paint off them. She had paint in her nose. Her lungs were burning. Carefully, she opened her lips and felt paint trickle to the corner of her mouth. Then she inhaled.




“You okay?” Lee asked. 




She managed a nod and put a hand on whatever he was using to wipe her face. A cotton bandana. Lee put a hand under her back and helped her sit up.




“I was trying to warn you off this corner,” Lee told her. “The overhang was the perfect spot for a ricochet.”




“Yeah, I got that,” Dawn answered.




It took her some blinking, but she got her eyes opened. The paint Holofernes had hit her with hadn’t been oil-based. It was water-based. Not even latex, but maybe something like whitewash with color added. Clearly, Holofernes didn’t want to risk injuring someone and losing the duel based on that, but she didn’t mind doing thousands of dollars of damage to property on the way.




The woman was standing in front of Dawn and Lee, a satchel of paint bombs hung across her torso. She was enjoying herself immensely.




“You run in a very satisfying way,” she told Dawn. “It must be your natural state.”




Dawn ignored her and slowly got to her feet, waiting for the muscles supporting her aching ribs to stop spasming. Her portfolio was ruined. Anything that would take the paint off would also strip the leather. Giles had given her the portfolio for Christmas. Her coat was, likewise, ruined. It was the one she’d bought in Paris. Shoes…no, no hope there. The worst, though, was her blouse. It was one of her favorites—a long sleeve silk t-shirt with koi and gingko leaves from one of the few artists who’d ever done a show at her mom’s gallery and then gone on to something resembling fame. It was her mom’s last birthday present to her, and now it was soaked in orange paint. She just couldn’t see it coming out.




She was not going to cry in front of Holofernes.




“You know, I’d tell you to hang out with Tarlenheim and maybe pick up some tips on good sportsmanship,” Lee told her, “but I don’t actually hate him. You got your kill. You can go.”




Holofernes laughed at him, but after a moment of gloating, she did leave.




“You okay?” Lee asked her again.




Dawn sighed. “All things being equal, I think I preferred my time as a monkey.”




“Yeah, well, let’s get back to Hentzau’s. They’ll probably need to hose you down before you can go in.”




She dripped orange paint.




“Thanks, Lee.”







Worse news awaited them at Hentzau’s. Sabrina was also dead, killed by Holofernes when she’d stopped to pet an old man’s dog outside a bookstore. Holofernes walked up and shot her with a kind of dart flechette bazooka. Instead of sucker cups on the point, they had soft tips marker dye. Sabrina looked like an outbreak of some new and terrifying form of measles.




“Poor Herr Gargonza almost had a heart attack,” Sabrina explained, still doleful, “and once he was better, I looked down and saw Kiki snacking on darts. She must have eaten twenty of them. We had to get a cab to take her to the vet.”




Most of the excess paint had dripped off on the walk home, so Frau Finnegan was content to put down newspaper and tarp in a path up to the guest room Dawn shared with Sabrina. She gathered up Dawn’s ruined clothes with the exception of the shirt, which Sabrina had asked to see. 




Cole was still in one piece by the simple virtue of going straight from his last test of the day through the catacombs to Hentzau’s home. Lee was irritated and aggravated, but Hentzau apparently couldn’t have cared much less.




“With Tarlenheim’s death,” he reminded them, “there is literally no way we can lose. The only thing Holofernes is doing is making herself look bad and running up the final bill, which she will be responsible for.”




“We should be milking this for all we can,” Lee argued. “Why can’t the others help out?”




All eight of them were in the library, waiting for dinner. De Carabas had his stocking feet propped up in front of the fire. Lady Door sat on the hearth, allowing herself to be roasted on one side and looking fairly glad for it. Richard Mayhew was nursing a mug of hot tea. All three of them looked tired. All three of them had been out all day long, and none of them had been seen anywhere Dawn had thought they might show up.




“I’ve asked them to attend to other matters,” Hentzau answered, looking harassed.




“We don’t even have to send them after Holofernes,” Lee told him. “If they’d just run interference, we could make her look like an idiot. As it is, we’re going to have to run a flying wedge formation around Cole to keep him alive until tomorrow night if we don’t have their help.”




“May I remind you, Brown,” Hentzau bit out, “that the entire point of this exercise has been to prevent people from actually dying—be they Cole, Holofernes, myself, or anyone else. So long as that objective is met, we’ve won, and that’s all that matters.”




“Don’t tell me you want that bitch gloating over us,” Lee demanded.




“On the contrary,” Hentzau answered, “but whatever damage she might manage on her own tomorrow before sunset is a moot point.”




They cut off when Gehring entered the room.




“A guest, Your Highness,” he intoned.




Dawn was getting a little better at reading the butler’s tone and stance. From his formality and distance, she figured the guest wasn’t someone Hentzau expected or was on friendly terms with. Hentzau set his pen aside and closed the folder of papers he’d been reviewing.




“Who?” he asked.




“The Baroness von Frankenstein,” Gehring answered. “She came to the servants’ entrance.”




That raised eyebrows. 




“See her in, please,” Hentzau answered.




“She asked to speak to you privately, sir,” Gehring added, apologetically.




“How very interesting,” Hentzau observed. “I’ll see her here or not at all. You may express my statement to her as plainly as you like.”




Gehring nodded and left the room.




“And as far as she is to know,” Hentzau told the rest of them, “Holofernes has managed to kill off me, Spellman, and Summers, and Tarlenheim killed Lee. Sear is the only one still alive, and no one will mention our other guests at all.”




“Of course,” Sabrina answered, confused, since as far as she knew, that’s the way things were.




“Fine,” Lee said.




“Sure,” Dawn responded, not sure of the whole story, because neither Lee nor Hentzau had bothered to fill her in, but she certainly knew things were not what they looked like.




“You got it,” Cole said.




Gehring showed Charna von Frankenstein into the library. She had dressed up in a black dress that draped suggestively across her chest and had a slit in the skirt up to mid-thigh. Her hair was pulled back by jeweled combs and spilled into heavy black curls down her back—the kind Dawn had always wanted but never been able to achieve. She wore jewelry and makeup, and the last thing she looked like was a student. She had apparently been told that there would be no private audience, and her cheeks were bright with color. 




Hentzau stood when she entered but motioned at the other men to remain seated. Dawn exchanged a look with Sabrina, who looked profoundly uncomfortable.




“May we speak privately?” Frankenstein asked Hentzau.




“Only if the topic concerns something other than the game of Assassin we are currently playing,” Hentzau answered.




A look of irritation crossed Frankenstein’s strong and even features, but she schooled them to show nothing. Dawn noticed that Hentzau hadn’t offered their visitor a seat, which he routinely did for anyone short of the mailman. The only thing he hadn’t done was sit back down himself, which would have been tantamount to declared the baroness to be no better than a hired hand.




“Very well,” she said, setting her shoulders. “I wish to make an offer, one which would allow you to successfully win the game before the judgment tomorrow evening.”




“What do you offer, Lady?” Hentzau asked.




“I can ensure that Lady Agnes will be in a particular place at a particular time tomorrow morning and provide a distraction so that your remaining player can eliminate her,” she said, holding her head up.




Hentzau’s eyes narrowed.




“And what do you want?”




She kept her eyes on him, deliberately not glancing to one side or the other, though she was clearly aware of the ducklings’ presence. Sabrina had mentioned that Lee had offered her a place in their cohort, if she left Holofernes. Was that what had brought her here?




“I want the pleasure of your company for three weeks’ time,” she finally said. 




For a moment, Hentzau’s expression didn’t change. Then he looked aside, sighing in displeasure, and straightened his cuffs.




“Absolutely not,” he answered. “You have wasted your time, Baroness. My apologies.”




“Two weeks, then,” she offered.




“No,” Hentzau responded. “Gehring will see you out.”




“Why not?” Frankenstein demanded. “You spend just as long with any number of young women of no repute at all. I am at least closer to your level.”




“Go back to your mentor,” Hentzau said with biting iciness, “and tell her that your little gambit failed. Whatever my proclivities, I will not expose my betrothed to ridicule by keeping the company of a woman in her own social circle.”




“But you’ll fuck any shopgirl you find attractive,” Frankenstein snapped.




Dawn went wide-eyed but kept silent and checked the expressions of those around the room. Sabrina looked mortified, Lee angry, and Cole blank. A check of their three guests showed that de Carabas looked bored, Lady Door was absorbed in a booklet on agricultural practices of the nineteenth century, and Richard Mayhew was staring at the ceiling, very carefully not hearing what was being said.




Hentzau took a cigarette case and lighter out of one of his interior pockets.




“Your crudity is noted,” he told her, drawing a cigarette out and tamping it against the case.




He took a moment to light the thing—not, Dawn noticed, offering Frankenstein one first—and drew a long breath from it before exhaling a cloud of smoke. The only time she’d seen him smoke had been outdoors or in the conservatory where the plants and constant circulation with the outside air would disperse the smell almost immediately. She’d never seen him smoke indoors.




“Should you, after a series of similar rash actions, find yourself stripped of title, peerage, family, and fortune,” he continued in a coldly hateful voice, “and lowered to the situation of a common shopgirl, I will reconsider your suitability. For fucking. Until that point, any further offers should be directed toward my betrothed, Her Serene Highness, the Grand Duchess of All the Russias and Tsarevna, Natalia Alexandrovna Romanov.”




De Carabas looked mildly impressed. The rest of them held their breath and stayed as silent and still as possible. Frankenstein went from an angry flushed pink to chalky yellow with shock. Without another word, she took her coat from Gehring and rushed from the room. Towards the front door this time, Dawn noticed.




A long minute passed with the mantle clock ticking loudly while they waited for the front door to open and close. Once it did, Hentzau exhaled again and stubbed out his cigarette. 




“We could have used that,” Lee said. 




“Holofernes is already dealt with,” Hentzau answered curtly. “And you have your little production tomorrow evening. Leave it.”




“You think she’ll just let this drop once we’ve won the game?” Lee asked. “Because she won’t, and if we had someone on the inside of her cohort—”




“I don’t tolerate traitors,” Hentzau snapped. “Not those who betray me and not those who betray others. Whatever invitation you issued that erratic whore, Brown, you will retract it.”




“You don’t have to tolerate her,” Lee replied. “You just have to use her.”




Hentzau cast a look of blistering disgust at him. 




“You’re an idiot,” he told Lee. “And if you cannot discern why, you have no business treading these waters.”




Lee looked like he might blow an artery, and Hentzau’s temper wasn’t much better. Before any of the rest of them could offer anything that might cool the temperature in the room, Hentzau made a decision and spoke again.




“Brown, Sear, Spellman, Summers,” he named them, “you’re excused from dinner. Trays will be brought to your rooms. Please retire for the evening.”




Stunned, Dawn’s mouth fell open, but when Salem jumped down from the sofa and headed out without a single quip or snide remark, she thought better of protesting. Even Lee shut up as they silently gathered their things and filed out. She did pause at the door.




“You know, Hentzau,” she said, “we are on your side.”




Hentzau glanced up at her, and she saw his anger subside a tiny bit.




“If I thought you weren’t,” he answered, “I’d have sent you to bed without supper.”





Of what ghosts fear, the room of sighs, a princess with plans, and battling that which goes crunch in the dark



“Did you guys hear that?” Cole asked, looking around.




Dawn didn’t bother to glance up from the frieze carved around a limestone door into what was yet another bone dump. Like many European cities, when the population of Strelsau had vastly expanded in the 19th century, cathedrals and churches sold much of their land. Graveyards were dug up by the hundreds, and the contents were placed in the labyrinthine, winding passages of the deep catacombs of the city below. 




Depending on the conscience of the monarch and the economic conditions of the city at the time of disinterment, some of the chambers were file rooms with boxes and boxes and boxes of individual skeletons. A few were macabre sets of skeletal architecture—walls built out of vertebrae and pelvises, chandeliers made from ribs and sternums, and a throne built from the bones of twenty or more individuals with skulls at the ends of the arm rests and beneath the feet. Most of the rooms, though, the remains had simply been hauled in and dumped, like so much rubble. 




“I didn’t hear anything, Cole,” she told him.




He’d been jumpy all morning long, and it was starting to fray everyone’s nerves, especially when he swore it wasn’t about the game.




“Lee?” he asked.




“Maybe the wind,” Lee answered. “There have been some pressure changes when someone propped open a door, even far off, but…I don’t know.”




He shrugged and went back to his work measuring the dimensions of the room they stood in. The chamber was not on any of the current maps. Hentzau was leafing through previous expeditions and thought it might have shown up on a map from the 1930s. Sabrina was copying the inscription above the main entrance. Cole was supposed to be comparing the current level’s map to those above and below and see if the skylight above the altar on the southwestern wall might connect with any of the other chambers. The well behind the altar, opposite the doorway into the ossuary where Dawn was crouched, was probably not a plague pit. At least, that was Hentzau’s speculation, and Dawn hoped he was right. It wasn’t very wide, but then, the utter darkness it opened onto was intimidating.




“I would really feel better if someone else were hearing this,” Cole muttered. “I’m starting to think it’s the ghosts.”




“I thought you’d only seen two,” Sabrina said.




“Only two roamers,” he repeated, scanning the walls and looking out the main entrance again. “There are a lot of different kinds of ghosts. The easiest ones to see, the ones I grew up with, are the restless spirits. They usually don’t last more than a decade or so. Then there are the phantasms, the poltergeists, the cold spots…this is…I’m starting to feel like there’s more down here than what I’m used to.”




“Sounds like you need a bestiary of the intangible undead,” Dawn told him.




“Right?” he agreed, but he didn’t stop pacing or looking around. “Hentzau, how often do priests or ministers come down to sanctify the ossuaries?”




“Almost never,” Hentzau answered, pausing in his work. “Most of the rooms were consecrated when the remains were originally deposited here. The record keeping was fairly bad, so no one really knows which congregations remains are where.”




“Right,” Lee said, annoyed and cynical, “couldn’t go blessing just any pile of bones. God might get upset you included the wrong ones.”




Lee had been in a bad mood since the previous night, and he had been on Dawn’s nerves almost the entire time.




“I think it’s less the bigotry of faith than an understandable reluctance to spend any more time than necessary down here,” Hentzau answered.




“So…where is the nearest plague pit?” Cole asked, overriding Lee’s next quip.




Hentzau consulted his ledger of maps. “They’re poorly documented, unfortunately, and it seems they move around more than any other aspect of the catacombs.”




At almost regular intervals, vertical shafts punched down through the levels to some bleak, forgotten obscurity even further under the earth. Many of them were wells, but those were all closed in. The plague pits seemed to have been dug straight down with no concern where the shaft touched on other chambers, passages, or rooms. If a passage intersected with one, it might be just an arc of space at the side of the passage, or it might interrupt the tunnel completely, and there was no way across without ladders or ropes. At the bottom of each were hundreds or thousands of unfortunate souls claimed by the Black Death, typhus, smallpox, cholera, and even the Spanish Influenza of a century previous. When the deaths of an epidemic had overwhelmed the people of the city, they lowered or dumped the bodies into the pits to be rid of them.




“You know, for a bunch of people living on a Hellmouth and knowing that they’re living on a Hellmouth, the people of Strelsau seem a little bit feckless at times,” Dawn observed.




Lee opened his mouth to snark, but stopped when a sourceless, aimless wind picked up.




“See, this is the stuff I’m talking about,” Cole said. “You guys can feel this, right?”




“Yes,” Hentzau answered. “Just as Brown said, it’s a change in air pressure. Someone’s opened a gate or a door. It’ll stop in a moment.”




Instead, the wind picked up and brought with it far off moans and keening that sounded all too human.




“Was it this intense?” Sabrina asked. “The last time you were down here?”




“No,” Hentzau said after a moment of listening, “but then it was autumn the last time I was down here.”




“Which has more storms than spring,” Lee said.




“And the wind is from a different quarter,” Hentzau replied, but he didn’t look relaxed.




Dawn looked around, hugging her arms, suddenly shivering. 




“Um, did the temperature just drop by a lot?” she asked.




Cole went wide-eyed and started looking around in nearly every direction.




“What?” Lee demanded.




“The ghosts, they’re moving,” Cole said, white showing all the way around his irises.




“Well…that’s what ghosts do, right?” Sabrina asked, getting to her feet.




“No, you don’t understand,” Cole said. “All of them. They’re coming out of the ossuary, out of the walls, out of the pit. They’re all moving.”




“Evacuate the catacombs,” Hentzau ordered.







One of the tricks of imperceptibility was that one could, if one were careful, go just about anywhere, no matter how secure the place was. It just had to be a place that, sooner or later, people other than the guards were allowed into. Most people, after all, didn’t really pay attention. Their brains registered things that their conscious minds didn’t pick up. It had certainly been true for Richard before he’d found himself drafted into London Below.




He’d seen de Carabas walk into a high security vault just by tailing an unsuspecting customer, and he walked out again with his pockets filled with jewelry and gold coins. Door was just as brazen and just as likely to pilfer, but she contained herself to food and the occasional forgotten sweater. Once, at a fantastical garden party, Door had introduced herself and Richard to a lovely older woman he later realized was Princess Michael of Kent, and the only reason he’d known that was because his former fiancee had been a devotee of the royal family. Security hadn’t noticed the exchange as anything other than a bit of hobnobbing, and both they and the Queen’s cousin-in-law had forgotten Door and Richard as soon as their attention had moved on.




But Strelsau was a much different place from London, and the royal palace of Strelsau was twice the size of Buckingham Palace. All but the front quarter, where much of the business of governance took place, was strictly off limits to anyone outside of the royal household. Servants, of course, went everywhere, and there was an army of them. So Richard just stuck with the premise that he was supposed to be there, that he knew where he was going, and that if he didn’t get moving, it would be his head. What bothered him was that the staff all seemed to have the same idea. There was no friendly chatting or dawdling between errands. Cleaning was done with silent efficiency.




They were spotted twice. The first time was in the public area of the palace. An elderly Asian man dressed as a university professor, with full academic robes, looked up from his conversation, saw Richard, de Carabas, and Door, and no more than blinked, but was clearly surprised. He considered them for a moment, then gave a tiny, exasperated shake of his head. The second was within the private expanse of the palace, in one of the great halls lined with portraits of past monarchs. She was a girl of fifteen or sixteen with the red hair, long nose, and jade green eyes of the Elphbergs. She wore a dress that would have been more at home in an Edwardian schoolroom, and her eyes were very sharp. At least, Richard felt like he’d been nailed by her intense gaze. She considered each of them in turn, then turned on her heel and walked down the length of the gallery as if she’d planned to do that all along.




“Follow her,” de Carabas ordered.




They fell in behind her, and when she paused at a door without looking around, the marquis darted forward to open it for her. Then they trailed after her into a second, minor hallway.




“Pick those things up,” she instructed, indicating with a flip of her hand and nothing more.




There was a pile of furnishings—rolled up rugs, vases, plant stands, and ornaments worth a small fortune—and each of them grabbed enough to appear as though they were assisting the young woman. Richard picked up one of the rugs, a globe he belatedly realized was solid crystal, and heavy brass stand. Door selected a small portrait, a Dürer by the looks, and de Carabas picked up a Chinese porcelain vase only a little longer than his forearm and held it carelessly.




“Do you know us, Your Highness?” Door asked.




“Hentzau told me to expect you,” the girl replied.




Ah, here were the instructions Richard had missed out on while he’d fed the dogs under the table. This was the daughter of Queen Antonia, named for her, and nearly identical in looks to her.




“Mother is currently occupied with the economic counselors,” she told them, walking swiftly down the corridor. “I’m taking you the long way ‘round so there’s less chance of seeing her.”




On the left hand side was an inner courtyard, left to weeds and ruinous neglect. Richard glanced around and saw evidence of leaks where the ceiling met the outer wall. From the faded wallpaper and threadbare rug, nothing much beyond cleaning had been done in this stretch of the palace for at least the length of the girl’s life. 




They did cross the path of a handful of guards and two handsful of servants, but as they trailed in the wake of the Princess Royal, no one spared them a second glance. She led them up a wide stair, through a series of rooms each of which was older and dustier than the last. Richard noticed that the floors went from spotless to just slightly in need of sweeping to a thin coat of dust to positively furred with it. They left a trail that was harder to miss the further they got in.




The princess paused and considered it for a long moment, looking irresolute.




“I hadn’t thought of that,” she said to herself. “If she comes here, she’ll know someone’s been in.”




Her voice was fairly toneless, but Richard had the feeling that whoever she was referring to, it would be a very unhappy thing for the princess if “she” knew anything.




“Leave that to us,” de Carabas answered.




She looked up, and though she schooled her expression to that of a schoolgirl listening to a lesson on Latin declensions, Richard thought he caught a brief moment of relief.




“Dmitri said you were reliable,” she said.




“Utterly,” the marquis answered.




Now she did smile a little.




“This way,” she indicated, and took them through a rough door at the back of the room and down a centuries old stairwell.




“It’s a fair big sort of place,” Richard remarked, feeling safe in that they hadn’t seen any staff in nearly ten minutes. “A person could get lost without half trying.”




“I’ve lived here all my life,” the princess answered, “and there’s never been anyone here to play with other than my brother. He used to trick me into coming here, into the older parts of the palace, and then lock the doors behind me. It took months, but I learned the ins and outs better than him. Better than anyone other than my mother, I suppose.”




They were in a collection of rooms—a very large gathering room surrounded by smaller ones with a large kitchen off to the side, almost like a separate dwelling. There was one staircase, leading up, which she took without hesitation. At the top was a heavy, iron bound, oak door with a peephole. 




“It’s kept locked,” she told them. “It will take me a few moments to pick it.”




“Your Highness,” Door said, “allow me.”




Door stepped up to the door and placed her hand on the great lock. In the quiet of the deserted corner of the palace, the sound of the tumblers turning over was startlingly loud. The door opened of its own accord.




“He didn’t say you could do that,” the princess told her.




“He may or may not be aware of my family’s proclivities,” Door answered. “We’re openers.”




The princess considered this and nodded.




“Do you think it would be possible to agree on a method by which I could contact you in the future?” the girl asked, her green eyes bright and clear as a bird’s. “I may have great use for your abilities.”




“I’m sure we can arrange something,” Door answered. “Do you prefer rats or pigeons?”




“Oh, rats,” the princess said. “They’re quite clever.”




The marquis went through the door, impatient with the friendly talk. Richard waited for the two ladies to go first. Once inside, the three of them dropped off their loads just beside the door.




The room inside was fairly proportioned and comfortable. A large fireplace with knee high hearth and wide, plain mantel stood on the far wall. On the right hand wall, a series of windows looked over the city of Strelsau, and from that angle, with the bend of the Vltava river, the spires of the Strelsau cathedral, and the blocky outline of Saint Drogo’s next to the huddling Bursar’s building, it was quite picturesque. 




There was no furniture, only a blank expanse of flagstone flooring. Above the mantel was the room’s only decoration—a large version of the Elphberg family’s coat of arms.




“It’s called the Room of Sighs,” the princess told them. “It’s where prisoners awaiting the Queen’s justice were kept the night before their execution. If you stand at the window, you can see down into the courtyard where the gibbet waits.”




De Carabas took out a cell phone and began taking pictures.




“Do you know why Hentzau wished you to see this room?” the princess asked.




“I never ask why,” de Carabas said, giving her a wicked grin. “It’s one of my better traits.”




The princess looked startled but recovered quickly.




“No one’s been kept here for decades. Not since the end of the second World War,” the princess explained. “The last prisoner was a great-great-uncle of his. His great-grandfather handed him over to King Gregory for collaboration with the Nazis.”




Richard whistled. Lady Door looked grave.




“Better to lose a brother than surrender title, family, and fortune,” de Carabas answered. “I’m fairly impressed by the family history. They’re a pragmatic clan.”




De Carabas took a video of the room, recording the dimensions, the different views, and the details of the architecture before pausing at the window and filming the view, both of the remains of the gibbet and the mixed skyline beyond. He kept the others out of frame and glared at Richard when Richard opened his mouth to say something. 




“Let us return to the point at which your brother locked the door on you,” de Carabas said, “and if you would, at that point, lend me your shoes, I would be most grateful.”




The princess nodded in agreement and led them out. Once at the point where their trespass became clear, de Carabas took not just the princess’s, but Richard and Door’s shoes as well, and then shut them out. For nearly ten minutes, they heard all manner of stampeding, thumping, and carousing on the other side of the door. When the marquis returned, slightly winded, Richard looked over his shoulder into the rooms beyond. It was still apparent that several people had been through the rooms, now it looked as if the several people had been an army of hyperactive explorers engaged in an adventurous game of tag. Furniture was turned over, dust sheets dragged across things, and footprints not just in the dust across the floor in every direction, but up the walls, over the furniture, and in a few spots, all the way up on the ceiling.




“How did you…” Richard started.




“I never tell how, either,” de Carabas responded, snapping his fingers under Richard’s nose. “You, of most people, ought to know that by now.”




“Oh, dear,” the princess breathed. “The staff will be frantic. The whole wing will be cleaned before nightfall.”




He handed Richard’s shoes back to him, and Richard took a seat on the floor, giving Door and the princess the chairs. The boots Hentzau had given him were quite high quality and already broken in. He was considering nominating them as the boots he would die in, so long as that wasn’t for a while. Once he had the laces tightened exactly right and pulled his pant legs down over them, he looked up and saw that de Carabas had knelt in front of the princess and was putting her shoes on her feet. With great charm and a bit more lingering than was really proper.




“Oy,” Richard called. “You’re muckin’ about with the very definition of jail bait, you know.”




The princess startled and then blushed a very pretty peach across her cheeks.




“We are still guests of the graf, de Carabas,” Door chided him. “I can’t imagine he’d be well pleased.”




“For another day and a half,” the marquis reminded them.




He stood and offered the princess a hand, which she took.




“Your Highness,” he said in his most ingratiating manner, “I understand you know the ways to the catacombs. Would you be so kind as to lead us to the closest entrance?”




The smallest smile on her lips, the princess took them through another tortuous route into the basements of the palace, finally coming to a wrought iron gate a skinny spiral stairway below a wine cellar. Richard went through first and scouted the passageway. He realized he recognized it from their first set of reconnaissance the previous day, when Hentzau had them scout out all the routes from his home to the palace, the cathedral, and the university, and mark them each in turn.




“We can get back to the graf’s townhouse through here,” he told Door.




She was staring down the passageway into darkness far thicker than anything found above the earth. Her eyes narrowed, and a little vertical line appeared between her brows.




“No, we can pause there,” she said, “but I think we’d best join the graf and his ducklings in the catacombs.”




“What’s wrong?” Richard asked.




“I’m not sure,” Door answered, licking her lips. “But I think something’s been opened.”




He turned back and saw the princess deep in conversation with the marquis,




“I think you’ll find my services are priced quite reasonably,” de Carabas told her. “Especially for a future head of state.”




“My brother is the heir apparent,” she told him, but she looked pleased.




“Your brother will be lucky to see another two birthdays,” the marquis told her, “between his own native stupidity and the dangers of Strelsau.”




She considered this and inclined her head in agreement.




“Are you good?” she asked.




“Very,” he answered, and his white teeth flashed in the darkness. “I promise, you’ll have no complaints.”




She considered this.




“And if I contact you with the method you supplied?” she asked.




“I’ll reply within the week,” he told her. “Almost certainly within two days.”




“Very well,” she said. “You’ll be hearing from me.”




“De Carabas,” Richard called. “Let’s go.”







In her life, Dawn had never seen such an orderly, quiet, quick, and terrified evacuation. There was no argument. Apparently, the entire population of Professor Jones’s classes had been on edge that morning, and many of them had started to notice the changes in air pressure, the winds, the sounds, and the falling temperature even before their cohort. 




“Back to the staging area,” Hentzau told each person they encountered.




There wasn’t a word of argument. People just dropped what they were doing, grabbed their things, and headed back to their own main parties to spread the word. Unfortunately, they were close to a hundred feet underground and half a mile from their starting point. Between the pressing darkness, the shifts of wind, and the far away keening, they were all twitching with nerves. 




“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Cole said several times.




“Summers,” Hentzau said, “whatever weapons you have on you, please distribute them.”




She didn’t argue. She just opened her satchel and started pulling things out—two swords, stakes, Klingon knife, longbow, crossbow, quarrel, heavy duty flashlight, holy water balloons—and handing everything but her sword and knife to the others. 




“There’s a gun in there,” Hentzau told her. 




She reached in and pulled out a semi-automatic pistol and handed it, butt first, to him, without a question. He tucked it into a coat pocket.




They were within a hundred meters of the staging room when then they heard the first attack. She didn’t even recognize it at first. They weren’t the high pitched shrills of terror she’d heard from victims of vampires run to ground. They were low pitched and guttural, like football players in a scrimmage. Hentzau recognized them though. He spun to face the direction, unsheathing the sword she’d handed him.




The first regular scream—a man—rang through the passage and was cut off. The wind changed direction and brought with it the smell of blood. Suddenly, the darkness around them and the sounds of classmates thirty or forty feet away became unbearable.




“Don’t run,” Hentzau ordered. “Don’t panic. Spellman, give us as much light as you can, in every direction. Summers, Brown, take point. I’ll take the rearguard.”




In the weeks since the monastery in the Czech Republic, Sabrina had honed her basic skills. Dawn saw her mouth the words fiat lux but didn’t hear anything. Cold, glaring white light sprang out from the ceiling and the upper walls of the passage for twenty yards in each direction, illuminating everything around them. 




“Don’t think the light will draw whatever the hell is out there towards us?” Lee asked softly, nocking a bolt.




“Maybe,” Dawn answered, “but it’ll draw the other students as well. And if it does show up, we’ll be able to see it.”




“So long as nothing takes out Sabrina,” Lee replied.




“Hey, that’s why she’s got us,” Dawn told him.




He smiled a bit, but didn’t stop scanning the path ahead.




At each intersection, they waited while Sabrina added illumination down the cross corridor or into the adjacent room. The shadows cast by her spells gave the young witch a fey look, wise and wary at the same time. She didn’t look scared so much as like she was bracing herself for an unpleasant surprise.




Dawn turned her attention from her roommate to the room Lee was scanning.




“Whoa!” he yelled.




He loosed a bolt, and they all heard the immediate clatter of it rebounding off the rock walls and falling.




“What?” Hentzau demanded.




“I don’t know, man,” Lee responded. “Tall, skinny, pale, big eyes, big fucking teeth.”




“Summers?”




“There’s a lot that could fit that description,” she answered. “I didn’t see it.”




“It was climbing out of a pit,” Lee continued, “really long arms and legs, and the fingers are long too. Claws. Long claws.”




She ran through a list of potential demons and monsters and hit on one.




“Oh, crap,” she whispered. “Dolichocephalic? Double rows of teeth?”




“Yes on the first, hell if I know on the second,” Lee answered. “Is that bad?”




“Hentzau,” she called, trying to keep a tremor of panic out of her voice, “it could be a ghoul.”




She heard Hentzau curse.




“Keep moving,” he ordered.




“What the hell is a ghoul?” Cole asked as they started forward again. 




“Pretty much what Lee said,” Dawn answered, tightening her grip on her sword. “They’re four or five times stronger than your average person, fast, and they like the taste of human flesh.”




“Well, it’s a good thing you’re the one packing on the pounds,” Lee said.




“Brown,” Hentzau ordered, “get us to the staging room.”




“Jawohl,” Lee answered. “Come on. It’s this way.”




Another scream cut through the air, fear turning to a shriek of pain. Then, it morphed into agony.




“Steady,” Hentzau ordered. “Spellman, keep the light up. Brown, do not rush. There could be more than one.”




“Always cheering us up,” Lee muttered.




Their passage intersected with another and skirted a pit that sank through the many levels of tunnels and chambers. This one at least had a knee high stone wall around the lip, more of a warning than an actual safety measure. As they came up on it, a thing, pale as a worm, taller than all of them by two feet, with arms nearly five feet long and talons another three, climbed out of the hole above like a long limbed spider. The head was long and narrow with large, glossy black eyes and no lips to frame its gruesome smile. 




Its head turned towards them, and it hissed, opening its jaws, and a second row of teeth appeared, just behind the upper and lower ones, like a shark’s. 




“Yeah,” Dawn said, mouth gone dry, “that’s a ghoul.”




It was nearly twenty feet away, but it reached, full length along the ceiling, dug the tips of its claws into the rock, causing bits to flake and fall, and while they watched, horrified, as it considered them for a long, frozen moment. Then launched itself at them, and chaos exploded.




Dawn had a split-second visual of Lee firing all four of his bolts, one after the other, and the ghoul either smacking them aside or grabbing them and breaking them into splinters. She got her sword up and thrust at the thing’s skinny mass, feeling the tip catch and punch through something, only to have the sword yanked out of her hands, and something hit her face like the end of a two-by-four. Then the wall hit her just as hard, and she fell to her knees.




Sabrina yelped, and the light went out, engulfing them in darkness. Before Dawn could react, a shaft of light blazed like lightning, so hot, the air shrieked, and swept across the ceiling before spreading out into a curtain of plasma connecting Sabrina’s hands and the ceiling just above Dawn and Lee. The ghoul flipped back on itself and scrambled for the safety of its hole.




The ceiling and walls where Sabrina’s curtain of burning light struck began to smoke.




“Sabrina!” Lee screamed. “No fireball spells!”




“Oh!” came Sabrina’s surprised and mortified response.




The intensity of the light fell by two-thirds, and the smoke tapered off. Hentzau took two steps past Sabrina, keeping well below her wall of light, leveled his gun, and started firing at the ghoul. He hit at least as many times as he missed, and the ghoul dropped, but it immediately turned, scraped gouges into the floor with its long toes and came at them again. Only this time, it kept Hentzau, Dawn, and Lee between it and Sabrina, so she had no line of fire.




Dawn didn’t even try to reclaim her sword. She went for the closest part of the ghoul as it lunged forward and drove her knife into the side of its knee and rocked the blade back and forth. It shrieked, stumbled, and three more crossbow bolts and a fletched arrow sprouted from its chest. It twisted, and Dawn saw it raise its hand above her, claws brought together like a bundle of stilettos, to spear her. 




Before she could move, something snapped through the air behind the ghoul, wrapping itself around the wrist of the hand above her and then pulling back on it, hard. The ghoul arched back against its will.




“Everybody down!” Professor Jones’s voice boomed through the tunnel.




Everyone dropped to the ground. Dawn stared past the ghoul’s leg and saw the professor in a wide stance, bullwhip in one hand, and a huge pistol in the other. He leveled the gun and pulled the trigger. The red flare streaked down the length of the corridor and burrowed into the ghoul’s back. It burned through the skin, up into the chest cavity, and set everything it touched on fire. 




Jones hauled back again on the ghoul’s arm, bringing it down on its back where it twisted and spasmed as the flare ate through it.




Professor Jones strode up, leather jacket hanging open and his brown fedora low over his brow.




“Hand me that pigsticker, would you, Hentzau?”




Hentzau handed Jones his sword, hilt first, without a word. Jones put his foot on the ghoul’s head, ignoring its snapping jaws, and brought the sword down like an ax on the thing’s neck. It took him three blows to sever the head, and he did it without flinching. His expression was grim, lips pressed together, and remaining eye narrowed in anger.




“Summers, is there a scar on that thing’s left foot?” he asked, kicking the head down the corridor like a soccer ball.




Still dazed, Dawn checked, unwilling to touch it more than she had to.




“Yeah,” she answered. “Right through the arch of its foot and down to its toes. It’s missing two of them.”




“So, my old pal, Stubby,” Jones mused. “Thing almost killed me back in ’48, first time I was in Strelsau. Glad I could finally return the favor.”




“Forty-eight…” Dawn trailed off.




That would, she was pretty sure, have put her classics professor somewhere around five or six when it happened. Maybe it was like Daniel Boone killing a bear when he was three. 




“Hentzau, get your people to the staging area,” Jones said, reloading his flare gun. He had one of the antique brass models which could be fired multiple times. “There’s more than one of these things out there.”




Lee gave her a hand up, and they stepped carefully over the decapitated ghoul, which was still burning and twitching. Professor Jones pushed the head up against the wall, teeth down, so it couldn’t bite anyone.




They made it into the staging area, where students were still pouring in. Several of them were also bloodied. There’d been at least three other melees, but none had ended with a dead ghoul.




“Spellman, charge those wards,” Jones ordered, pointing at the glyphs carved on the jambs and lintels of each of the three major doorways. “I don’t want any of those things getting through.”




In the far steadier and kinder light of the staging room, Sabrina looked pale with exhaustion. She only nodded and went to the first door way.




“Here,” Hentzau said, handing Dawn a handkerchief, “your nose is bleeding.”




She wiped her upper lip and found the trickle of blood, then took Hentzau’s proffered cloth and wadded it up into her nostril and pinched it shut.




“How are you?” he asked. “You took a bad hit.”




“My head hurts,” she answered, “but that’s about it.”




“What the hell was that thing?” Cole asked.




Dawn noticed that he didn’t look terrified anymore so much as outraged and realized that he had taken the disruption of the ghosts personally.




“Was it a demon?” Lee asked.




“Not the way the Watchers Council ever understood it,” Dawn said. “The little bit I’ve read is that they don’t respond to holy symbols or holy water. When you manage to kill them, they leave bodies behind, and they show up pretty much in every land, always around graveyards or morgues or plague pits.”




“It’s been nearly two centuries since any have been seen in Strelsau,” Hentzau said. “Professor Jones’s run in aside.”




“So if they’re not demons,” Cole prompted, “what are they?”




“Giles told me that the best explanation he’d ever read is that they were once human but were cursed,” Dawn answered. “Usually for eating corpses, sometimes for…doing other things with them. There’s a reason so many tombs have curses ready to drop on anyone who opens them, and it wasn’t always about looting.”




“What a happy childhood you must have had,” Lee said.







Only a few months previously, not long after his conventional life had been turned upside down after an injured girl had spilled out of a nonexistent doorway onto the pavement at his feet, Richard Mayhew had become the owner of a boar spear. There was nothing particularly heroic looking about the weapon. It was made, after all, for killing wild pigs, not saving princesses or defeating evil wizards. He had, in fact, killed a boar—The Beast of London Under, to be precise. Before he’d taken the spear from Hunter’s slack hands, he hadn’t know a thing about why a boar spear was a special type of spear. He ended up learning, though, and to his credit and the fact of his continuing life, he’d learned quickly.




To begin with, it was a long spear, longer than he was tall by more than a foot. That was to give him a little distance from the wild pig in question. The head of the spear was larger and wider than most spears meant for warfare, making it more cumbersome but more quickly lethal. But the most important part, the part that made a boar spear a boar spear, was the crosspiece just below the spearhead. The crossbar, he discovered, kept an injured and enraged boar from running itself up onto the spear and reaching the hunter.




It turned out that all of these characteristics were just as handy when fighting a ghoul as when hunting boar.




“De Carabas,” Richard croaked with the effort of bracing the spear against the thing slavering to get to him, “for the love of God, would you get those claws off me?!”




Door had his back and helped brace him, but the claws in question were better than three feet long, and they were at the end of a pair of arms nearly five feet long. That meant, figuring the spear was seven feet long, with the top foot devoted to spear head and crossbar, about a foot of those claws could do some serious damage, and the ghoul at the end of his spear was doing its level best.




De Carabas had dropped any pretense of elegance and hamstrung one of the thing’s legs, then grabbed it around the neck and climbed halfway up its back. It wasn’t a comfortable position, but the marquis was currently doing his best to blind the ghoul with his knife and had managed to pierce one eye with his foot long stiletto. 




In response to Richard’s shout, he drove his stiletto into the ghoul’s shoulder joint and used the long handle to lever it through to the other side and partially dislocate it. The ghoul—speared through the chest, blind in one eye, lame in one leg, and now without the use of an arm—screamed in anger and reached back with its good arm, raking de Carabas’s back and arm with razor tipped claws.




Door slipped past Richard who barely managed a protest, pinned as he was against the back wall of the chamber. In two long strides, she reached up to the ghoul’s throat, and…




The sound was something Richard occasionally heard in later nightmares, a kind of tearing, unzipping sound of skin, flesh, and bone parting. At first, he thought she must have had a long knife he hadn’t seen, but she’d never been the type to carry weapons. Then he realized what she’d done. 




She’d opened the ghoul. She opened it from nose down to pelvis, and everything that had been on the inside came out like children released on the last day of school. Door sidestepped the appalling mess, but even six feet and more away, Richard had to step fast to keep his new boots from being destroyed. The spear was no longer held by the crossbar braced against ghoul’s ribcage, and it punched through to the thing’s back, nearly spearing de Carabas as he rode the thing down.




The ghoul, dead well before it hit the ground, collapsed like a marionette given slack. De Carabas set a foot against the thing’s shoulder and pried his stiletto out. It took Richard a moment to follow suit and pull his spear out of the mess.




“Well, that’s one thing that won’t go bump in the night anymore,” de Carabas remarked, wiping blood off his chin.




He’d been tagged several times by the ghoul’s claws. Most of it had at least been padded by his frock coat, which was in tatters across his right shoulder. Several of his braids had been cut off, leaving a pile on the ground, and there was at least one laceration across the back of his head that needed stitching.




“You can do that?” Richard asked Door.




“I can,” she said softy, staring at the corpse at her feet. “I’ve done it once before.”




“Might have come in handy a few times, is all,” he said and from the look she gave him, immediately regretted it.




“I don’t enjoy doing it, Richard,” she told him. 




“Now then, children,” de Carabas said, breathing heavily, “let us not quarrel but count our blessings, and let us do that while we get the hell out of here.”




“Looks like any students in the area had the same idea,” Richard said as he stepped over the ghoul. “Think we can find Hentzau and his ducklings back at that main room?”




“Most likely,” de Carabas answered. “Come along.”







“What are we waiting for?” Dawn asked, looking around at the crowded room. 




Sabrina lay on the step beside her, her head on Dawn’s leg with Cole’s coat covering her, completely worn out by the spellcasting she’d done. The sigils around each of the three doorways glowed with a greenish-silver light indicating that anything they warded against would be disintegrated if it tried to cross into the room. 




Lee and Cole also sat, backs against the wall, legs sprawled in front of them. They’d done a round of first aid when they’d first gotten in. Dawn had several scrapes on her left hand, arm, and forehead from being knocked against the wall. Lee had sprained a wrist and bloodied several knuckles trying to cushion her impact. Sabrina’s hands looked like they’d been sunburned or scalded, and she was holding them very carefully. Hentzau and Cole were the only ones to escape noticeable injury. Hentzau remained standing while they waited, though he had gone so far as to lean against the wall. Dawn noticed that he stayed between them and the main catacomb entrance.




“There are three groups unaccounted for,” Hentzau said, keeping an eye on the room in general and the doors in particular. “And since Spellman spent her strength on the light spell and powering the wards, she can’t search for either them or any remaining ghouls. Professor Jones has called for Herr Shang.”




“The Dragons sure aren’t in here,” Lee commented.




“It would appear so,” Hentzau answered.




“I guess…I guess this stuff makes our duel look a little childish,” Cole said.




“On the contrary,” Hentzau responded, “it is as necessary as ever. In the catacombs, we come to each other’s aid no matter what disagreements we may have. If that philosophy held above ground, the whole thing could have been avoided. As it is, we’ve taken steps to keep this spat from spilling blood, a far more mature outlook.”




As they spoke, Holofernes and her cohort filed in the southern entrance, looking the worse for wear. Hentzau straightened and kept an eye on them while Holofernes spoke to Professor Jones. Tarlenheim spotted them and gave a tired salute. He looked grim. 




“Looks like we weren’t the only ones to run into one of those ghoulie things.”




Dawn startled, almost dislodging Sabrina from her leg. Richard Mayhew had squatted down beside her without her even noticing it. Lady Door and the Marquis de Carabas had joined Hentzau, and the three were speaking quietly.




“Are you guys okay?” Dawn asked.




“De Carabas will need some stitches,” Richard answered. “Other than that, we’re fine.”




Hentzau finished his conference and turned to them. 




“I want all of you to return to the townhouse. De Carabas is in charge until you’re inside,” he told them. “Brown, you’re to follow up with this evening’s plans. Summers, you’re to stay with Spellman and make sure she rests. De Carabas and Mayhew will run interference for Sear until we meet in King Stefan’s Square.”




“What are you doing?” Dawn asked, concerned.




“I’m joining Holofernes and the other seniors with Professor Jones and Herr Shang to hunt down the remaining ghouls, bring in the missing cohorts, and recover any casualties.”




“I want to help,” she protested.




He gave her a look she couldn’t read—annoyance? Pride? “This is seniors’ work, Summers, and you’re already on the wounded list. Besides, Spellman needs you.”




She gave him a sour look but held her peace. After he left to join the other seniors, de Carabas clapped his hands and rubbed them together. For a man with a large makeshift bandage on his head and a formerly gorgeous frock coat turned into a handful of ribbons, he looked dismayingly cheerful.




“Now, my ducklings,” he said, relishing the name, “it may not be three score and ten miles, but then I’ll hardly need candlelight to get you back home safely. Come along!”




Tired, aching, and worried about Hentzau and the others, Dawn got to her feet with the others and headed for the stairway up to the classics building above.





Of worrywarts, updates, the final kill(s), the verdict, and credible threats



By the time Hentzau returned, Dawn was nearly crazy with the need to go out and help. 




She’d made sure that Sabrina ate the lunch and drank the beer Frau Farber sent up before lying down for a nap. She even told Sabrina about Buffy’s “beer good” adventure, which had Sabrina giggling in sympathetic mortification. Once curled up under her covers, with Strelsau’s spring rain drumming on the bedroom window, the teenaged witch was out like an exhausted light.




Cole had taken a shower, changed clothes, consulted with Lee, and then taken off again.




“He can’t have a midterm,” Dawn protested. “We should all still be in the catacombs.”




“No, he’s heading out to that housing complex with the kids that I investigated back in January,” Lee replied.




She paused. That was not quite three months ago in Strelsau time, but by her subjective calendar, it was something closer to nine months. All she remembered was that Lee told several people they were stupid, and the little kids in the nursery there had all adored Cole. Cole was like a human jungle gym made out of kiddie crack.




“Hey,” she said, remember another topic, “how old is Professor Jones? I mean, he said he ran into that ghoul in 1948, but that can’t be right. He doesn’t look a day over sixty.”




Lee gave her a raised eyebrow and slight smirk. “What, you never checked his curriculum vitae? Dawn, he published his first paper in 1924.”




“I…huh?”




“I asked Hentzau,” Lee said, shrugging. “He said that was Professor Jones’s story to tell, if he ever felt like it, but there wasn’t anything sinister.”




Well, if Hentzau said it was okay, it pretty much had to be, but…now she was burning with curiosity to know what it was.




“Anyways,” Lee said, shoving a pierogi in his mouth and shouldering his knapsack, “I’ve got to get going. Meeting up with a tour bus from Prague. All for the big finale.”




“What’s a tour bus got to do with a game of Assassin?” Dawn wailed. “Nobody tells me anything!”




“Hey,” Lee called on his way out, “if you wanted to be in on this, you shouldn’t have gotten yourself turned into a monkey!”




“Hey!” she yelled back. “And that counts as your one zinger!”




Dismayed at being left behind, she went down to the library where Hentzau’s three-day guests relaxed. Gehring had finished tending to de Carabas’s wounds. The marquis had accepted the need for a close haircut, as too many of his long, thin braids had been severed by the ghoul he, Richard, and Door had fought. The laceration at the back of his head had been closed with a line of very small stitches. He wore a fresh shirt, and Dawn could see the bulk of bandages beneath it. Some of those claws must have gone all the way through coat, vest, and shirt. The frock coat and vest were a complete loss. He now wore a smoking jacket, something Dawn was convinced Hentzau would never, in his right mind, actually wear, whether he smoked indoors or not.




Richard was wearing slippers. Apparently, something had gotten on his boots, something bad enough he’d trod through several puddles on the way home and then taken his boots off before stepping into the house. He’d found a copy of Three Men in a Boat and was chuckling to himself as he read. Lady Door was considering the shelves, occasionally turning her head to the side to read a title, but she didn’t seem inclined to pull any out. 




“Does Hentzau need anything done?” she asked Gehring when he brought in the tea tray.




“No, miss,” the valet/butler replied. “Frau Farber sent out some paracetamol for you and a glass of water. Mister Sear mentioned you had a headache from a blow you took during the fight.”




“Are you all right, Dawn Summers?” Lady Door asked, turning away from the bookshelves in concern.




“Fine,” Dawn growled with impatience. “It’s just…rrr! I should be out there! Hentzau shouldn’t be by himself, not with the hate Holofernes has for him.”




“That is abundantly clear,” de Carabas remarked, putting his boots up on the table. “After all, what’s a closed head injury when death and dismemberment await you in the dark, dank, and dreadful labyrinth of the catacombs. Perhaps you can catch up with him.”




Disconcerted, Dawn stared at him.




“Well, it’s just…I know about…stuff. Like ghouls.” And how to sound like an idiot, apparently.




“Indeed,” the marquis replied, snapping a snuff box closed and tucking it into his sleeve. “They’re fools for ignoring your expertise, Miss Summers, especially as they’ve only lived their entire lives in a city founded on a Hellmouth and have the greatest concentration of academics, mystics, kooks, and rogue demon slayers to be found outside of a television serial.”




He narrowed his eyes, deepened his gaze, and dropped his voice nearly an octave. “This city needs you, Dawn Summers. There’s not a moment to lose.”




Speechless, she stared at him, jaw working to come up with some, any, answer. She started to gesture randomly, and finally ended by dropping both her hands to her sides.




“You’re not helping,” was the only thing she came up with.




“I weep in remorse,” de Carabas answered.




She looked over at Richard, who had watched the exchange with interest over the top of his book. He gave her a look of rueful sympathy.




“I always wondered what that looked like from the outside,” he commented.




Dreading the answer, but unable to stop herself, Dawn said, “and?”




“Very nearly as humiliating as it felt when I was on the receiving end.”




“Thanks.”




“Don’t mention it.” He went back to his book.




Door came up to her and took her arm. 




“Perhaps we could take a turn through the room,” she suggested.




Dawn took her arm and went along with the casual stroll along the windows overlooking the small formal garden and smaller kitchen garden.




“You seem anxious to be in the thick of the fray,” Door observed. “Most, I’ve found, are usually more anxious to avoid it.”




Dawn shrugged. “Well, it’s just…I know I can help. And…I hate being left behind.”




There, she’d said it. 




“Surely the fact that you were injured in the last fight relieves you of any obligation to participate in this one,” Door remarked.




Dawn fiddled with the button on her cardigan sweater, thinking of all the times she’d asked to go on patrol with Buffy. Understandably, there was no good reason to let her go when she was nine, ten, or eleven. Or really, all the way through fifteen, though that was a year older than Buffy had been when she’d been called as the Slayer and the same age as Xander and Willow when they started helping. Even at sixteen, her role with the Scoobies had been research. When Giles had realized she was serious about training further in fencing and learning new combat techniques, he’d hemmed and hawed and suggested she look into learning another dead language to keep her busy. Until Caleb, Buffy had flat out refused to train her, refused to let her go on patrol, refused her any combat role at all. She’d even given Xander instructions to get her out of town when the final battle had gone down, and Xander, big dope that he was, had gone along with it.




All anyone ever wanted to do was keep her safe. All she wanted to do was make a difference.




“Ah,” Door murmured. “Perhaps a little more complicated than that.”




Dawn nodded, not trusting herself to speak.




“If it helps,” Door offered, “Hentzau speaks highly of you.”




“He does?” she asked, startled. 




As far as she knew, Hentzau only spoke highly of certain people who were already dead or possibly on another content. Everyone else was damned with faint praise or praised with faint damns, as the saying went.




“Oh, yes,” Door confirmed. “He said you were quick to analyze a situation and understand the implications, and that for someone who wasn’t born to wealth, nobility, or fame, you’d amassed a surprising number of personal connections to draw upon.”




“Huh.” 




Did that fall under faint praise or faint damns?




“He also mentioned that you have an appalling tendency to leap where angels fear to tread,” Door continued, “and he wished that he could put you and Cole Sear in a bag, shake it vigorously, and see if some of your audacity didn’t rub off on him, and some of his discretion didn’t rub off on you.”




That was definitely a faint damn.







It was another hour before Hentzau made it home. Sabrina was awake and under the care of Finnegan, who had found a pair of kid gloves to cover her hands. Dawn had finally distracted herself by setting up a still life and drawing that. Salem wandered into it and curled up on the scarf, and she’d had to restart the drawing, since she knew better than to roust him.




Hentzau came through the front door with more noise than usual. Dawn looked up, dropped what she was doing, and vaulted from the room. Gehring, who must have had cameras posted along the street to see him coming, was already there, taking Hentzau’s coat, weapons, and the several bags of belongings he’d brought with him.




“Is everyone okay?” Dawn asked. “Did you get all the ghouls? Did you find the other cohorts?”




Gehring gave her a look which shut her up. Then she realized that Hentzau was moving more slowly and carefully than usual. Then she realized that his left trouser leg had been cut off just below the knee, and there was a series of pressure bandages down his calf. There was also a spot nearly four inches across in his hair where the ends had been singed.




“How long?” he asked Gehring.




“Nearly an hour until sunset,” Gehring replied. 




“Summers, walk with me up the stairs and then help Spellman get ready to go to the square,” Hentzau said.




Going up the stairs, she noticed he used the handrail when he put weight on his left leg.




“The two missing cohorts were recovered,” he answered her earlier questions. “They’d both managed to take shelter in a chamber called the Panopticum. There were, however, three student deaths all told and another five injuries, two of them severe.”




“How many ghouls?” she asked.




“Herr Shang believes there were another four after the ones killed by our guests, Holofernes’s cohort, and Professor Jones and us,” Hentzau answered. “We never did get a full look at them, and I cut things a little close at my end.”




“What did you do?”




“Lured the ghouls and then drove them into a fairly deep corner of the catacombs so Herr Shang could immolate them,” Hentzau reported.




“He cast a fireball spell in a dungeon?” she asked, amazed and slightly horrified.




“His control is a bit steadier than a first level magic-user,” Hentzau remarked. Then he took a deep breath. “It’ll be at least a week before anyone can go down to that level. The heat…we could see the glow of it in the pits nearly a hundred feet down. The walls were incandescent.”




 They’d reached the third floor, where his room was. 




“Hentzau, are you okay for this?” she asked. “You look like you could use the night off.”




He smiled at her. “After bearing Holofernes’s company since this morning, I would not miss this for the world. Have you heard anything from Brown or Sear?”




She shook her head.




“Good,” he said. “They’d only call in if something were wrong. Very well. We’ll be going to Tannhauser afterwards to celebrate, so dress appropriately.”







The sun set in Strelsau a little past 7:30 in the evening. The earlier rain had given up, and the skies had partially cleared, allowing a few early stars to show. The moon was behind the remaining clouds.




Hentzau, Dawn, and Sabrina walked into King Stefan’s Square nearly twenty minutes early. He had his dogs at his side and limped a bit, but Gehring had managed to trim his hair to a credible, unsinged length. All three of them wore their winter school robes over their street clothes. 




“We get to stand around for twenty minutes?” Dawn asked.




“Almost certainly less than that,” Hentzau said. “Holofernes is expecting, at worst, a tie, and she almost certainly believes she can kill Sear when he shows up, so she won’t dawdle.”




“Where is Cole?” Sabrina asked. 




“Currently,” Hentzau checked his watch, “he’s on a chartered bus with approximately seventeen children and five parents. I believe he took them to a local park to feed the ducks and bought everyone hot chocolate and candy floss before heading this way.”




“Hot chocolate and candy floss?” Dawn repeated. “So we’re talking professional grade hyperactivity and stain making?”




Hentzau smiled. “Indeed.”




“What about Lee?” Sabrina asked.




“He is also on a bus, though it’s parked just outside the square,” Hentzau answered. “He’s keeping an eye on the cameras, and when the time is right, he will release the passengers into the square.”




“Passengers?” Dawn asked for clarification.




Hentzau’s smile turned wicked. “Tourists.”




“Tourists?” Sabrina repeated.




“Invited from Prague for a special tour of the historical sites of Strelsau,” he continued. “I believe there are nearly forty of them. It’s the tour guide who’s important.”




“Oh, boy,” Dawn gulped.




“Did…um…everything go like you and Lee planned?” Sabrina asked.




“For the most part. We had a few adjustments and improvisations to deal with sudden changes. It helped that you two were able to take Tarlenheim out the way you did.”




Huginn and Muninn both stood and looked across the square to the far north entrance where Holofernes and the Dragons were walking in. As if cued by their appearance—and Dawn realized Lee was probably on the phone to Cole and had cued him—a small school bus rattled into the square, parking at the spot designated for school trips to the rathaus, cathedral, and museum. People started walking into the square from all points in small groups. Most of them were students, but a fair number weren’t. 




“Uh, do we have a shootout at the OK Corral situation starting up?” Dawn asked.




“Oh, I hope so,” Hentzau answered. 




If his leg hadn’t been hurt, Dawn was pretty sure he’d have been bouncing on his toes.




As Holofernes and her cohort came around the statue of King Stefan on his horse, Hentzau schooled his expression into a remote sort of disdain.




“So, your little queer couldn’t muster the courage to join you?” Holofernes called.




To give her credit, she looked like she’d gone several rounds with an angry drunk. She had several bruises on her face, and two of her fingers were splinted. Like Hentzau, she’d showered and changed, and she was dressed to celebrate.




The schoolbus opened its door, and children between the ages of four and seven began filing out, each of them holding a cone of candy floss, and each candy floss was a different color. They must have practiced, because they lined up in ranks with little confusion. Then Cole came down the steps and took a drink tray from someone inside and brought it around. In less than twenty seconds, all the children were also armed with a cup of hot cocoa. None of the cups had lids.




“Oh, he’s here,” Hentzau said, flicking his eyes towards the scene not thirty yards away.




Holofernes glanced over, reflexively, and did a double take.




“Hey, everybody, look!” Cole announced. “It’s Lady Agnes von Holofernes!”




All the children gasped in happiness and turned, riveted to the sight of her.




“By the way,” Hentzau said, “did I mention that I made a small donation in your name to the Saint Winifred’s Hostel and Refuge Center? It’s to refurbish a sadly outdated and dangerous playground. There was enough left over to take the children to a local park as an outing.”




Holofernes’s mouth fell open.




“No, no,” Hentzau said, studying his fingernails. “No thanks are necessary.”




“Why don’t we show her how much we love her?” Cole asked. “Give her a big Saint Winifred’s hug!”




The children broke into a run, hands filled with candy floss and hot cocoa. Cries of “Lady Agnes! Lady Agnes!”, “I wanna hug the lady!”, “she’s not a lady, she’s a princess!”, and “she’s not a princess, she’s the queen!” rose in volume until they filled the square. The wave of children broke around Holofernes and surrounded her in a maelstrom of enthusiastic gratitude and colored sugar.




“No, that’s quite—” She looked uncomfortable and slightly horrified. “It’s very nice, but—no, please, that’s not nece— children, your hands! No! Not the dress! Ack!”




The children, unfortunately, were so excited, they weren’t able to restrain themselves. Each one of them had to get in a hug, and most of them took place at or around waist level. None of them intentionally pressed their candy floss against her or purposefully splashed their cocoa as they tried to show her how very grateful they were. One adoring girl managed to hug her from behind just as two enthusiastic boy threw themselves at her, and with a strangled cry, the whole mass tipped, keeled, and went over.




As Holofernes struggled under a seething mass of delighted children, the members of her cohort considered the situation.




“No one’s really surprised by this,” Tarlenheim said, completely straight faced. “Her charitable work is renowned, and her love for children is legendary.”




Vilkas and Gizlis started towards her, but Frankenstein raised a hand to stop them. 




“If you don’t let the children get it out of their system,” she said, “you’ll only have to do it all over again in a few minutes.”




Cole took his time walking over. He had his hands tucked in his pockets and looked more relaxed than Dawn had seen him all week. 




From the same direction the school bus had come, a group of curious tourists appeared, led by Lee and a woman Dawn didn’t recognize. The woman had a large rainbow-colored umbrella, all the better to be seen by her group as she led them through the historical sites. She looked excited and happy. Lee reached them just as Cole called the children off and let them gather around him.




Tarlenheim gave Holofernes a hand up, and he kept a very neutral expression as he did so. Holofernes’s carefully put together appearance had crumbled under the pre-school onslaught. Her white dress was splotched with blue, pink, green, orange, and purple patches interspersed with dribbles, drops, and splashes of cocoa. Now she looked like she’d been attacked by an angry, drunken Jackson Pollack.




“What was the meaning of that farce?!” she demanded.




“That?” Hentzau asked. “Ah, Sear, would you be so kind?”




“Sure, Hentzau,” Cole answered. “The meaning is that you’re dead, and we win the game.”




“You did not kill me with a…a bunch of children,” she spat.




“Well, no,” he agreed. “We actually killed you with a bunch of miniature velociraptors. Isn’t that right, guys?”




“Rrraaawwwwwrrrrr!” the children screamed in unison, holding up their hands like claws.




“What are you…” Holofernes started.




“That’s their new football team,” Lee explained, joining the conversation. “Hey, guys, show them your jerseys.”




All the children, Dawn realized, were wearing long sleeve green sports jerseys with red on the underside of the right arms and the topside of the left arms. At Lee’s encouragement, the children all folded their arms, and the graphics on the sleeves lined up to make a credible dinosaur head.




“Rrrrraaaawwwwwrrrr!” they screamed again, opening their elbow up and down, showing the inside of the “mouth” created by the sleeves.




“There are no such things as miniature velociraptors!” Holofernes yelled at the top of her lungs.




“Well,” Hentzau conceded. “Perhaps you are right.”




He reached into his school robes and pulled out an elegant dart gun, brought his arm down until it was level and pointed at her while she gaped, and pulled the trigger. The dart hit her square in the middle of the forehead.




“Wha—” Holofernes sputtered, outraged, for a long moment. “You can’t kill me, you idiot! You’re already dead!”




“I told you there aren’t any miniature velociraptors,” one of the little boys said.




“Karl, we talked about this,” Cole told him. “Velociraptors are cool. Miniature things are cool. You guys are tiny adults, and you’re extra cool. Therefore, you are miniature velociraptors.”




“Am I?” Hentzau asked Holofernes.




Before Holofernes could answer, the last party to the end of the game joined. M and Her Royal Highness, Antonia, the Princess Royal, strolled up arm in arm. The princess carried a furled green umbrella. Everyone, including the tourists, stopped what they were doing and curtsied or bowed as was appropriate.




“Good evening, Lady Agnes,” the princess said. “Your Highness. How does the game fair?”




“Your Royal Highness,” Hentzau greeted her, inclining his head. “The game is complete, and my cohort and I stand as the victors.”




“What?” Holofernes gasped. “That’s not true.”




“Lady Agnes, do you contest his claim?” M asked.




“I most certainly do!” Holofernes answered. “At worst, it is a draw with four deaths for each cohort.”




M and the princess considered the two cohort leaders.




“Hentzau?” M prompted.




“Lady Agnes is mistaken,” Hentzau answered. “Her cohort did not score a single kill—”




“What?!”




M held up a hand, and Holofernes stopped herself.




“—whereas, depending on your interpretation of the rules,” Hentzau continued, “my cohort, at minimum, scored one kill with the other four players disqualified on the first day. If you ignore those disqualifications, we scored a minimum of two kills of each player. Some of them we killed three times over.”




“We did?” Dawn whispered to Sabrina. “How?”




Sabrina gave her a wide eyed ‘no idea’ glance and shrugged.




Holofernes looked like she might have a stroke.




M sighed and braced herself. “I see a review of the play is necessary. Shall we begin with the first kill? That was yourself, Hentzau?”




“It certainly appeared to be,” he agreed. “Holofernes, Frankenstein, Gizlis, and Vilkas cornered me on my way home from mass and shot me with nearly two dozen sucker darts.”




“Lady Agnes, do you confirm this?” Princess Antonia asked.




“I do,” she answered. “And look, that woman there, she was even present. I confiscated her tourists’ phones for the video evidence. She can confirm it.”




M raised an eyebrow. “You…confiscated the phones of individuals who are the citizens of other sovereign nations?”




For the first time, a tiny crack appeared in Holofernes’s confidence. “It was necessary.”




M did not look happy. “We will address that matter at a later time. Continue.”




“Miss Faversham,” Hentzau said, “would you be so kind as to approach.”




Miss Faversham, who looked a great deal happier than she had the previous Sunday, came forward. She had a satchel slung across her body, and her glasses had slid down to the end of her nose.




“Good evening, everyone,” she said. “Strelsau is notoriously rainy during the springtime, but I find it’s always worthwhile when the flowers start blooming.”




Holofernes frowned.




“Miss Faversham, do you recall the events of Sunday morning just prior to our meeting?” Hentzau asked.




“Oh, yes,” she replied. She spared a nervous glance for Holofernes but pulled some courage out of an internal reserve. “It was most unpleasant.”




“Please explain,” M said.




Miss Faversham explained how she had led her small group of tourists on a Sunday morning exploration of the more obscure sites of Strelsau, and while they were at the Innocents’ Graveyard—




“Excuse me,” Princess Antonia interrupted, “did you say the Innocents’ Graveyard?”




“Yes, Your Highness,” Miss Faversham answered, dipping in a curtsy.




“Lady Agnes, did you and the others attempt to kill Hentzau while you were in the Innocents’ Graveyard?” she asked Holofernes.




Tarlenheim groaned audibly and covered his face with one hand.




“Yes,” Holofernes answered cautiously. “It’s unsanctified ground, so there was nothing to disqualify us.”




“It is unsanctified ground,” Antonia agreed, “but that did not protect you.”




“Do you know nothing about the history of this city?” M asked. “You’re the granddaughter of one of its leading subjects.”




Holofernes, under fire, shut her mouth and didn’t answer.




“How could we possibly be disqualified if we shot him in the Innocents’ Graveyard?” Vilkas asked.




“Because the graveyard is a royal residence,” Antonia answered, “which is strictly off-limits.”




“Queen Edith had a fight with the bishop of Strelsau over the disposition of the souls of children who died before they could be baptized,” Miss Faversham explained, warming to the topic. “It led her to buy the land and allow bereaved parents the opportunity to bury their unbaptized children in a place of peace and protection. To pay for it, because she only had access to the chatelaine fund, King Stefan declared it to be a royal residence. It’s why her tomb has all the standard fixtures of a royal residence, including a flagpole to fly the monarch’s standard from, even though it’s never done.”




Horrified, furious, Holofernes turned to Hentzau.




“You knew all along!” she accused him.




“Of course I did,” he replied. 




“Why hide it until now?” M asked.




“Well, it was all the better to keep her thinking everyone on her team was still in play, instead of only Tarlenheim,” Hentzau answered. “And as a favor to Brown and a few others who placed some fairly sizeable bets after my death was announced without details to the place or the manner.”




“He bet on the game?” Vilkas jumped on it. “That’s illegal!”




“It’s only illegal if you bet against yourself,” Lee answered. 




“Very well,” M said, cutting off the next argument. “Holofernes, Frankenstein, Vilkas, and Gizlis were all disqualified as of Sunday morning.”




“For argument’s sake,” Hentzau said, “let us continue as if they weren’t disqualified, and I was removed from the game on Sunday morning.”




“That’s a strange sort of argument,” Antonia observed.




“Strange, but satisfying.” He spared a smile for her.




“The next death, then, would be Baroness von Frankenstein’s,” M observed.




“Nope,” Lee answered. “Or at least, not just her.”




“I beg your pardon?” M asked, raising an eyebrow.




“Sunday morning, Cole and I went to Madame Millefleur with a large order for deliveries by Hentzau,” Lee explained. “He sent flowers to each individual in Holofernes’s cohort.”




“I threw those out the moment they arrived,” Holofernes snapped. 




“And I went back and checked at the shop,” Frankenstein said, her eyes narrowed. “Madame said she watched you like a hawk. You never had a chance to touch the arrangements you purchased.”




“We didn’t,” Cole agreed.




“Cole kept Madame talking while I snuck through to the back cold storage,” Lee continued. “They just got in their wholesale delivery for the next three days. So, I sprayed the flowers with this.”




He took a bag out of his robes and tossed it onto the pavement. It had originally been nearly five pounds, but now it was half empty. 




“And what is this?” the princess asked.




“That, Your Highness,” Lee answered, “is a harmless, water-soluble dye which fluoresces under ultraviolet light but is otherwise invisible. I added it to all the water pitchers and misters, all the buckets, and I sprayed it over more than half the flowers, including the baskets of rose petals.”




“I see,” M said, looking a little worried. “And what lethal substance did this dye replace?”




“Radioactive dust particles,” Lee responded. “I figured a mix of cesium-137 and iodine-131. Once it dried out on the flowers, the powder is fine enough to become airborne, so it coats the lungs of those who breathe it in, and the radiation is lethal within anywhere from two to seven days. The victims would have been in the hospital well before then.”




“And those victims would be?” M prompted, looking very stern.




“Lady Agnes orders nearly three hundred marks worth of flowers every Sunday,” Hentzau answered. “Including a basket of rose petals to be strewn across her sheets each night. The flowers were delivered after lunch with the bouquets I’d requested.”




He looked over at Holofernes.




“You threw out the wrong flowers,” he told her. “You and every member of your household died agonizing, horrific deaths.”




“Except for me,” Tarlenheim said, raising his hand a bit. “I have not been to Lady Agnes’s home since Saturday night.”




“Except for Tarlenheim,” Hentzau agreed.




Lee reached into the other side of his robes and pulled out a black light bar, and then he flipped the switch. He ran it over Holofernes, starting at the top of her head and going down. Her skin and hair were splotched with glowing yellow, especially around her mouth and nostrils. Then he pointed the light at Gizlis, who glared at him. While not as intense, Gizlis had a kind of fairy dust appearance under the light. The spots that stood out where his hands, where he must have touched one of the flowers, his face, and his crotch.




“And that, ladies and gentlemen,” Lee said, “could have been prevented with good bathroom hygiene. Always remember to wash your hands.”




“This is monstrous!” Frankenstein cried. “Madame Millefleur is the most popular florist in Strelsau. They send flowers throughout the city. You have killed thousands, tens of thousands!”




“No,” Lee said patiently. “It’s a game. That’s the point. No one dies. You wouldn’t have even known about this if we hadn’t told you. The dye breaks down in about a week if it’s not washed away first.”




“Brown,” M said, and she sounded tense, “realistically speaking, how would you have gotten your hands on any radioactive elements, let alone cesium-137 and iodine-131?”




For the third time, Lee reached into a pocket and pulled out a thumb drive.




“This is my midterm for Blofeld,” he said, handing it to M. “I’ve outlined security flaws and some really big operations problems with the three largest hospitals in Strelsau. All three of them have radionuclides on hand.”




“I see,” M said. “I’ll review this tonight, Brown, and give you feedback at a later time.”




“Am I to understand that after you disqualified four of the five members of Lady Agnes’s cohort,” the princess said, “you then proceeded to kill them anyway? The first time, you did it in a way they wouldn’t notice, and the second time, you were more straightforward in your assassinations?”




“Exactly,” Hentzau agreed.




“Excuse me,” Tarlenheim said, raising his hand. “We’ve agreed that I was not present for the disqualification or the mass poisoning. In fact, I was not killed until yesterday.”




Dawn felt a little vertigo from the idea. It didn’t seem possible that all that had been just yesterday. 




“Sorry, man,” Lee told him. “We totally killed you before you had a chance to kill me on Tuesday.”




“How so?” Tarlenheim asked. He sounded genuinely curious.




“You swim every morning at the Bratislava student badenhaus,” Lee answered. “And you shower there too. On Monday, I added the dye to the swimming pool, and I put a packet in each of the shower heads.”




“Bathrooms are off-limits,” Tarlenheim pointed out.




“Private bathrooms are off limits,” Hentzau corrected him. “And before you argue that the swimming pool counts as a classroom, that only applies when a teacher is is giving instruction.”




Lee held up the black light. Tarlenheim was coated with an even glow all over, with the exception of his hands.




“See, guys.” Lee pointed. “Good bathroom hygiene makes you a winner every time.”




“Well, clearly not a winner, as I’m even more dead than I was,” Tarlenheim noted.




“Okay, maybe not a winner, but a classy loser,” Lee answered.




“Thank you.”




“Oh, good God,” M swore under her breath. “What does this bring your theoretical death toll to, Brown?”




“Well, it’s not exact,” Lee started.




“Never mind the exactness,” she interrupted. “An approximation is all I ask.”




“Not counting the Dragon cohort, had our methods been genuine,” Lee said, “we figure around twelve thousand deaths in the first two weeks, another thirty to forty-thousand over the next twenty-five years. Cancer’s hard to quantify, though.”




“After that,” Hentzau said, “Brown assassinated Frankenstein with laughing gas, Spellman and Sear killed Gizlis with a teddy bear that was also a grand piano, Holofernes killed Vilkas with a dart gun, Summers and Spellman hoist Tarlenheim on his own petard, Cole released a pack of miniature velociraptors which overran and devoured Holofernes, and I returned one of the darts she fired at me directly to her forehead.”




“I killed you first!” Holofernes snarled.




Hentzau glanced at her but didn’t deign to answer. No one else did either.




“Not a single member of the Dragons cohort was in fact, in play, when they made their attempts to kill us,” Hentzau concluded.




“So it would seem,” M replied.




She traded a glance with the princess.




“Lady Agnes, do you have any further arguments to make?”




“There are no such things as miniature velociraptors!” Holofernes ground out.




The princess and M turned back to Hentzau and his ducklings. 




“I’m afraid my knowledge of dinosaurs is woefully lacking since my grandsons have all graduated to other interests,” M said. “Perhaps you could shine some further light on this?”




“Sure thing,” Cole answered. “Hey, Karl, come on over here.”




One of the kids, who’d been watching the back and forth like spectators at a tennis game, ran over. He stopped at Cole’s side, gave an abbreviated bow, and then grinned.




“There’s no such thing as a miniature velociraptor,” he confirmed.




“You see?!” Holofernes demanded.




“Contain yourself, Lady Agnes,” M ordered.




“The species Velociraptor mongoliensis was about the same size as a modern wild turkey,” Karl told them. “It would have weighed approximately fifteen kilograms and from snout to tail, measured two meters long. It probably didn’t stand any higher than half a meter. So, it was fairly small in comparison to the other dromeosaurid species like Utahraptor, which was seven meters long, two meters tall, and approximately five hundred kilograms in weight.”




He looked up at the adults, who didn’t appear impressed enough to suit him.




“That’s comparable to a polar bear,” he added.




“Dinosaurs went extinct sixty-five millions years ago,” Holofernes claimed, shaking her index finger to emphasize her point. “There are none alive today.”




Sabrina cleared her throat.




“Lee asked me to put this spell diagram together,” she said, and handed over a small scroll. “This is a copy. I already turned the original in to Herr Shang.”




M unrolled the scroll and scanned through it. “All the materials are readily available,” she noted. “The circle and limitations are fairly complex but from what I know, theoretically sound. Is this a delayed trigger?”




Sabrina nodded. “After my, uh, little accident on Saturday, I figured I should put in a delay between the spell and the transformation, so if it misfired, I had a chance of aborting the transmogrification.”




“They can’t use magic to assassinate someone!” Holofernes protested.




“We didn’t,” Lee answered, giving her a look of utter scorn. “We used a bunch of hyper preschoolers, new team jerseys, some cotton candy, and cups of hot chocolate. Just like we didn’t actually use real radioactive dust. We replaced the fatal element with something harmless, just like the rules say.”




“The death toll from a flock of unrestrained velociraptors would be daunting,” the princess remarked, looking like she was doing a prodigious amount of math in her head.




“Rrrawwwwrrr!” Karl yelled, making claws with his hands.




“That’s great, Karl,” Cole said. “Head on back to the others, okay? I’ll say goodbye before you leave.”




Dawn looked around and realized that the tourists had crept closer and closer, and most of them had their phones out and were recording the exchange or taking pictures of the participants. M’s gaze flicked towards them, and she looked mildly annoyed before her expression smoothed out.




“Lady Agnes,” the princess said, “did you, in any of your attempts, use anything other than dart guns?”




“No,” Holofernes replied. “They were sufficient to our needs.”




“You would have killed hundreds of thousands with your radioactive dust,” Frankenstein stormed at Lee. “And rendered parts of the city unfit to live in for centuries. It would have been Chernobyl all over again.”




“No,” Lee answered, looking angry. “It’s a game. Nobody dies. Nobody gets hurt. Nobody even notices. That’s the point. I can do whatever I like in the game, and there’s no moral consequence to it.”




M and the princess exchanged another look.




“Please excuse us for a few moments,” M said. 




They withdrew several yards and began to discuss the matter. While they did, Tarlenheim pulled off his glove and offered his hand to Hentzau. Hentzau shook it without reproach or hostility.




“Well, I wish I’d stood a chance, but it was a good game nonetheless,” he told them. “If you ever decide to play again, I hope you’ll warn me so I can either join your side or move to another country under an assumed name.”




“Don’t you dare capitulate before the verdict is rendered!” Holofernes hissed.




“Agnes,” Tarlenheim sighed. “It’s over. We lost. We lost abysmally. We lost comedically. You were suckered into the duel to begin with, and then you were suckered into disqualifying yourself. The whole thing wouldn’t be half as humiliating if you’d just admit it.”




“It’s a petty way to settle your scores, Hentzau,” she spat at him.




“On the contrary,” Hentzau said, a grim smile spreading over his face, “it’s extremely satisfying. Thanks to your agreement from previously this week, the loser foots the bill for all damage inflicted, including the penalties. While we went out of our way to ensure a minimum of destruction, you were a profligate mess. I’ve already contacted all the individuals and businesses who bore the brunt of your flailing incompetence. At a rough estimate, you’ll be paying out more than seventy-five thousand marks in damages and penalties.”




She went white with shock and fury. Tarlenheim wisely took a step back, getting out of range. The others of her cohort did as well. But Hentzau, Hentzau leaned in a bit more.




“Go near one of mine again,” he growled, “and I will kill you. If you think that’s an idle threat, look back to how your cousin died, spitted on my sword and under my boot.”




Before she could work herself into a response, M and Princess Antonia returned.




“Very well,” M said, “we won’t draw this out. The winners of the duel are Hentzau and his cohort by survival of all five members as well as disqualification and multiple kills of Lady Agnes and all members of her cohort. Points for style are awarded to Hentzau and his cohort for creativity and effectiveness of their kill methods as well as for supporting documentation. Points are deducted from Lady Agnes and her cohort for lack of originality, lack of contingency planning, unwarranted and unnecessary damage to public facilities, public outrage, and for being ignorant, damned fools about their own city.”




“We will determine the exact number of points tonight,” Princess Antonia stated, “and post them in the morning so that any wagers may be settled. This duel is considered honorably completed. Any actions taken based on its outcome will be met with severe reprisal by the university and myself.”




Holofernes started to protest, and M held up one finger.




“You will report to your tribunal tomorrow morning at eight, Lady Agnes,” she said, her voice sharp, “and we will discuss your erratic grasp of strategy, tactics, authority, morality, legality, and common manners. Until that time, you will hold your peace. Do I make myself clear?”




Emotions, all of them negative, warred across Holofernes’s face, but she managed to master them, swallow her bile, and nod her head.




“The rest of you,” M said in a clear, carrying voice, “are dismissed. Clear the square. Now.”




Hentzau gave her and the princess a deep bow, which Cole, Lee, and Tarlenheim followed suit. Dawn cut a quick curtsy, which Sabrina imitated.




“Come along, ducklings,” Hentzau said, his voice full of satisfaction. “Our party awaits us.”




Dawn followed along but realized ten steps away that Sabrina hadn’t. She turned back and saw Sabrina watching Holofernes, who still stood, staring furiously at nothing. Her cohort had fallen back and were now slowly walking out of the square, unwilling to disobey a direct order from the chairwoman of the matriculation board, but also reluctant to cross their mentor’s will.




She jogged back to Sabrina just as her roommate stepped up to Holofernes.




“I want to say something to you,” Sabrina said, her usually sunny expression gone flat and sad.




Holofernes managed a small sneer. “Oh, and will you take turns telling me you’ll kill me if I look at you wrong?”




“No,” Sabrina answered. “I won’t kill you.”




Dawn exhaled, relieved it wouldn’t be another round of ‘I’m a Bigger Hard Ass Than You’.




“If you try to hurt one of my friends,” Sabrina continued. “I won’t kill you. I’ll turn you inside out, and then I’ll keep you alive. Forever.”




Holofernes’s gaze left its point of focus and moved to Sabrina’s face. Her expression congealed into naked fear.




“Do you understand me?” Sabrina asked.




Holofernes didn’t move an inch.




“Nod your head yes or shake your head no,” Sabrina said. “Do you understand me?”




Holofernes managed a bare quarter of an inch nod.




“That’s good,” Sabrina told her. “I don’t want there to be any misunderstanding.”




By the time Sabrina turned, Dawn had managed to recover herself. 




“Can we go now?” her roomie asked.




“Sure,” Dawn assured her. “Are you okay?”




Sabrina sighed. “I’m just tired of some people being assholes, is all.”




“Yeah, well, I can see that,” Dawn managed. “So, I prescribe a burger and some macaroni and cheese at Tannhauser followed by a brownie sundae, and then we can dance off all the calories through the night.”




“I like this plan,” Sabrina answered, some of her regular sparkle returning to her voice.




“Ladies!” Hentzau called from well ahead of them. 




“Coming!” Dawn hollered back.




They ran to catch up.





Of timely revelations, suspected delayed adolescence, and the value of connections



Hentzau treated them to dinner at one of the more fashionable restaurants in the city, and with the relief that midterms were over, the relief that the duel was finished, and they’d won, they were a fairly noisy, rambunctious table.




“How’d your psych test go?” Sabrina asked Cole.




“Just fine,” Cole answered. “We had to come up with a way to get people to respond to an unorthodox prompt. One of my classmates put up signs for the local animal shelter saying a litter of puppies were up for adoption—six cute puppies and one ugly one. He put a black ribbon on one of the puppies and told people it was the ugly one, and no one wanted it. They’d get all sad and angry, and they’d adopt the ugly puppy. Then he put the black ribbon on another puppy and tell the next person that it was the ugly puppy no one wanted. Got them all adopted in two days.”




Even Hentzau shook his head at that.




“And what was yours?” he asked.




“I posted signs around campus that said ‘psychology test’ with an arrow pointing the way to an unused office in the Athletics wing,” Cole told them. “And then I borrowed about a truckload of stuff from Mr. Arany to hang up on the walls. You know, phrenology diagrams, suit of armor, that stuffed crocodile, a neon sign that says ‘palm reader’, and then I set up his mechanical Turk on the other side of a table from me and started playing cards with it. Before the afternoon was up, I had twenty-three people knock on the door and ask me what the test was for.”




“What was the test for?” Sabrina asked.




“Curiosity.” Cole grinned.




“What about you, Lee?” Dawn asked.




“Well, I managed to tie most of my work for the game back to my midterms,” he answered. “The research on the radionuclides, laughing gas versus hydrogen sulfide, the school’s water system, the forgotten elevator in the Archimedes wing, I wrote up all of it and submitted it to my professors on Monday. Now, total change of subject: I would like to propose a toast.”




As that was the last sort of thing Lee ever did, everyone perked up. Hentzau passed the bottle of wine around, and they all refilled their glasses. Lee cleared his throat and stood up.




“I would like to toast the mastermind of this entire drama, the one who put the wheels in motion and also greased the skids, so to speak,” he began.




“Really, Brown,” Hentzau waved him off, “this isn’t neces—”




“Not you, you big egomaniac,” Lee told him.




“Ah,” Hentzau caught himself, “I beg your pardon. Do carry on.”




Dawn noticed that while Hentzau managed to keep his expression of a sort of bemused interest, he blushed bright pink.




“Like I was saying,” Lee continued, “the mastermind behind this whole thing, the person who didn’t just set us up but did it behind the scenes and did it so well, we had already started the game before I figured out what was going on.”




He half-bowed and extended his glass across the table.




“Sabrina Spellman, you wicked, wicked witch,” he said.




“Lee!” Sabrina wailed. “It’s supposed to be a secret!”




“Spellman?” Hentzau asked, thunderstruck.




“Seriously?” Cole asked.




“No way,” Dawn protested. “Sabrina, what’d you do?”




“Oh, not much,” Lee answered for her, smug. “She just approached M ahead of time to clear the path for the duel, got all of our teachers to agree to extended class periods, got Professor Jones to declare the catacombs off limits, brought up the game in conversation so it was on our minds, already had half the Dragons’ schedules and two major weaknesses—Holofernes’s flower orders and Frankenstein’s hangover remedy—identified, and then she just handed it off to me and Hentzau to do the rest of the heavy lifting.”




It probably wasn’t the most flattering of astonished silences, Dawn later thought. She, Cole, and Hentzau were gobsmacked. Hentzau, at least, recovered more quickly than her and Cole. 




He cleared his throat and asked in a careful voice, “and may I ask why you felt such machinations were necessary?”




Sabrina bit her lip and twiddled the stem of her glass a bit. “Well, I knew the Dragons were picking on Cole whenever you weren’t around, and I knew that Cole would put up with it until he got really hurt, and I knew if that happened, you’d lose your temper and start breaking legs or worse. And my godmother has been after me to think big picture, see if I can’t predict what people are going to do, and then Herr Shang gave me an assignment that said I had to do something that was contrary to my character but still accomplish some good. 




“So,” Sabrina took a deep breath and continued, “I called my godmother, Regina, and got some advice, and then I ignored her advice, because she said I might as well make everything actually lethal but make it look like an accident. And then I kind of waited for the right circumstances, and when they came, it all sort of happened at once. But it worked out.”




Hentzau’s eyes were narrowed. He didn’t speak out against Regina, though Dawn knew there was still a great big hate there and couldn’t really blame him. But then, Regina was Sabrina’s only link to her mother and her very own witchy godmother. Sabrina saw his expression and ducked her head, embarrassed. She almost never mentioned Regina in front of Hentzau for that very reason.




Dawn put her chin on her hand and was nibbling on a breadstick.




“So, the monkey spell?” she asked.




“Oh, no,” Sabrina answered, mortified, “that was an honest mistake, Dawnie. I am soooo sorry.”




“Eh,” Dawn waved her off, “I’m over it. It was a nice vacation.”




“So you did this to prevent Cole from being injured and to keep me from injuring others,” Hentzau clarified.




Looking terribly guilty, Sabrina nodded. Hentzau shook his head, letting go of his anger and chuckling. The chuckle became a rueful laugh until he finally stood and picked up his glass.




“To Sabrina Spellman, mastermind, beneficent plotter, and wicked, wicked witch.”




Dawn and Cole both got to their feet and raised their glasses.




“To Sabrina Spellman,” they echoed, “mastermind, beneficent plotter, and wicked, wicked witch.”




Sabrina blushed and wouldn’t look up from the napkin she clutched as the rest of them clinked glasses and swallowed gulps of wine. When they sat back down again, Dawn poked her.




“So, what grade did you get?” she asked her roommate.




“Well, Herr Shang promised me that if it worked, I’d get an A,” Sabrina answered. “Only I don’t know if Lee figuring it out means it didn’t work.”




“Well, he kept your secret until it was all over,” Dawn told her, “which admittedly was pretty cool. So I’m guessing you got your A.”




“I’m sorry,” Lee said, leaning over, “did you just refer to something I did as cool? Does that mean you don’t loathe and despise me anymore?”




She put her hand on his head and pushed him away.




“I have never loathed and despised you, Lee,” Dawn answered. “I just am not going to hesitate to smack you when you need it.”




“It’s the hair, isn’t it?” he asked, tilting the top of his head towards her. “Go on. You know you love it. All thick and wavy and brown.”




“You’re a freak, Brown,” she told him.




“Does it…need some grooming?” he asked. “Wouldn’t you just love to inspect my scalp for parasites?”




“Ack! Stop it!” Dawn protested. “I’m eating!”




He took her hand and pressed it to his hair, and for a moment, Dawn did feel a compulsion to sort through the locks and clean nonexistent nits off the follicles. She fought it off by taking a sip of wine and pulling her hand away.




“Children,” Hentzau said, slightly exasperated. “You are in public. Please don’t frighten the normals.”




“It’s good for stress relief,” Lee crooned.




Dawn shook her head and took another sip, trying to ignore him.




Lee put his elbow on the table, propped his chin on it, and dropped the croon.




“We should totally date,” he told her.




She spewed her wine across the table.







Friday morning, a knock announced Hentzau’s presence at M’s office door.




“Enter.”




He came in, limping slightly on his injured leg and walking more carefully than his normal habit. He was wearing sunglasses and didn’t take them off when he sat down. M gave him a jaundiced, slightly amused stare.




“Hungover, young man?”




“Slightly,” he admitted. “My ducklings are deceptively devoted to celebration.”




“Yes, some of the gossip I overheard said as much.”




“I regret nothing,” he answered.




“Oh? Not even the…” and she flipped through a couple of pages, “…traffic diversion cones stolen—”




“Liberated.”




“—from a supply yard and built into a ‘traffic safety monster’ facing King Stefan’s equestrian statue—”




“Sadly, the security cameras on the square were all malfunctioning, and there is nothing to tie my more obstreperous proteges to the incident,” Hentzau answered.




“—the swearing in of the entire kitchen staff at La Maison Roue as members of the Pirate’s Army—”




“They were sworn at, not sworn in,” he corrected.




“And disassembling and reassembling the majority of the baggage carts at the Strelsau Grand Terminal into some manner of mad Escher-esque Chinese puzzle of linked and nested carts?” she asked. “And that doesn’t begin to touch on some of the items from Tannhauser, as escapades in that locality are less than remarkable.”




“I can neither confirm nor deny the involvement of any person or persons known or unknown to me during the questionable events of last night and this morning,” he replied.




“Are you suffering from some manner of delayed onset adolescence, Hentzau?” she asked.




He grinned.




She gave him a piercing stare. After a long moment, he surrendered with a shrug, reached into his jacket and took out a slender jewelry case.




“As stated in the terms of our bet,” he said. “I concede your victory.”




“At some point, young man,” she told him tartly, accepting the case, “you’ll need to come to terms with the fact that I do know what’s best for you. You complained to me of boredom and loneliness, and I presented you with an elegant solution.”




“I will say that since I have been put in charge of those four walking disaster magnets you call American students,” he admitted, “I have been neither bored nor lonely. Flabbergasted. Horrified. Despairing of the future of humankind, yes. But neither bored or lonely.”




“You love it,” she accused him.




“Yes, I rather do.” He smiled at her.




She opened the case, and her expression softened. “I’m not one for jewelry, but this is an exquisite piece. This is the copy, not the original, yes?”




Hentzau nodded, his smile fading into sadness. “My mother took the original with her when she and my father went to the United States. It was not among her possessions when they were returned to us, so I can only guess that it was stolen or lost.”




She took out the bracelet of heavy gold links and considered the row of charms—each one a miniature Faberge egg, dotted with precious gems and inlaid with precious metals and stones.




“One for each child,” M mused. “Two living, three miscarriages, and one stillbirth. Your poor mother.”




Hentzau inclined his head, entirely sober now. “She was the strongest person I ever knew, and when she faltered, my father supported her.”




“I will take great care with it,” M promised him, “and return it once my research is done.”




“Very well,” Hentzau said with equanimity.




“And how fare the ducklings?” she asked him.




“Summers is, I believe, recovered,” he responded. “She’s shown no signs of an unstable temper or phobic responses. Spellman says she’s no longer having nightmares. She didn’t overindulge in alcohol, though she spent a large portion of the evening on the dance floor.”




“Good. I’m glad to hear it.”




“Sear is still having problems finding his courage,” Hentzau continued. “I suspect he has always striven to be careful, not to hurt others, not to lose his temper. I’m working with him. His fencing skills are improving, but it will be a long time before I’d expect him to be able to defend himself. I have no doubt his warning in the catacombs saved lives.”




“And Spellman?”




“She’s happy, she’s healthy, she’s made a remarkable amount of progress in her studies,” he said. “I was astonished to learn of her Machiavellian hand in our little duel, but then we’ve all been a bad influence on her. Summers tells me she uttered the most frightening statement outside of ‘bored now’ she’d ever heard. I’m still waiting for the other shoe to drop.”




“Her father.”




“Indeed. I can’t see him waiting until the end of the semester to make his demands known. At some point, she’ll have to defy him to his face, and there will be hell to pay.”




“Well, I’ve no doubt that you and the others will be there for her,” she told him.




“As for Brown, you were right again,” Hentzau said. “He must have a challenge. He must have a foe. He said several times this past week that he’s happier than he has been in ages. He is beginning to trust me, I think, and to lose the desperate armor of cynicism. He did ask Summers out last night. She was appalled and, unfortunately, overplayed her reaction. He isn’t at all discouraged.”




“Yes,” M sighed, “that may prove to be uncomfortable. Will you respond?”




“The only thing I intend to do is to remind them that the school frowns on dating with your cohort,” Hentzau answered. “Not that it will stop anything. More than that, I refuse. They are adults and should be treated as such.”




She considered him for a moment before opening her desk drawer, putting the jewelry case inside and taking out a much smaller box.




“On to more grim topics,” she said. “I want you to take this, go over to the dentist this afternoon, and have it installed.”




She opened the box. Inside was a small glass capsule, no bigger than a baby aspirin. Hentzau stared at it, his expression unreadable.




“Is that a cyanide capsule?” he asked.




“It is.”




“There’s been no change in our situation vis-a-vis our uninvited guest,” he told her. “Why this? Why now?”




“Because of the pictures and video your enterprising guests brought in,” she answered, setting the box aside and picking up a file folder from the corner of her desk.




She opened the file and took out a sheet of drawing paper. He leaned forward and considered it. It was drawing of the interior of a room by Dawn Summers. He recognized her hand. He didn’t recognize the room, even though the view of the skyline put it somewhere in the palace.




“Among other things, Summers told us that in her last…expedition, she tangled with a telepathic demon called the Moving Darkness,” M explained. “In trying to pry information about the location of a potential Slayer out of her mind, it caused her to hallucinate several very realistic scenarios. One of which was this room, where you, Sear, Brown, and Spellman awaited your executions. The person of interest entered, struck down you, Brown, and Sear, and proceeded to…devour part of Spellman’s mind while Summers was forced to look on.”




“God in heaven,” Hentzau swore under his breath. 




“Her description was…unnerving,” M continued. “I believe there may be some truth to it. We’re unfamiliar with what our particular invader’s nature is. We believe it was once human, at least for some time, and it’s not demonic, at least not entirely.”




“Why would the hallucinations caused by an extraterrestrial demon from a parallel universe cause you concern over something here and now?” Hentzau asked, his brows coming together.




“Because of this,” she answered, and took out the photographs. “You sent your guests into the palace on my word, and our younger friend led them to the room I requested. It’s called the Room of Sighs.”




He looked up sharply. “Far too many of my family have spent their last night in that room.”




“Yet,” M said, “there are no verified descriptions of it. Until now.”




She laid out the pictures. Hentzau examined them, and then he looked back at Dawn’s drawing. They matched.




“How?” he asked.




“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I’ve found that the more one mucks with truly deep magic, the stuff that can bend the walls of reality, certain patterns emerge. Truth will out, one way or another. Summers told us that of the history files she examined in that world, there was evidence that you and three American collaborators were convicted and executed for high treason. It was very difficult for her to speak of it.”




“I imagine it was,” he murmured.




“She saw that thing devour part of her friend’s mind, and it told her it would eat out your minds and leave you nothing but a shambling, pissing wreck to be dragged up to the gibbet and ended,” she told him.




A muscle in his jaw flickered in and out. After a long moment’s reflection, when he spoke, his voice was harsh.




“That does not change my resolve,” he said. 




“And that is why you must have this,” she told him, pushing the small box towards him. “I believe that we will succeed. The records of the world Summers explored were spotty, but there was evidence that the enemy was defeated, and your title was bestowed on someone related to our friend’s escape. Your sister survived as well.”




Hentzau stared at the box.




“There are fates far worse than death, young man,” she told him. “And I do not want to see you fall to one of them. Should that thing get its hands on you, you must have a way to deny her that last victory.”




“What of the others?” he asked softly.




“They are not as deep in this as of yet,” she responded, “and she has never born them the enmity she has for you. I would rather wait a time before offering it to them.”




He sighed. “Very well. I’ll have it done today. I can’t promise I won’t use it if I’m trapped in a room with my betrothed for more than half an hour.”




“Well, it’s a multi-purpose device,” she told him. “And we wouldn’t blame you. When is she due back?”




“In two weeks time, God help me,” he sighed. “And it was such a pleasant day, what with the hangover and all.”




“I’ll ask the dentist to be liberal with anesthesia,” she told him. “Consider your midterms finished satisfactorily and head out.”




“Yes, ma’am.” 




He palmed the small box, closed it, and dropped it into his coat pocket, and on the way out, took out his cellphone to message Gehring that he would be delayed.







“You’re heading out?” Dawn asked.




Lady Door, the Marquis de Carabas, and Richard were stowing belongings into backpacks, pulling on coats, and generally heading up in preparation for moving out.




“We are,” Door answered. “We’d hoped to have a chance to thank His Highness for the hospitality.”




Dawn grimaced. “Gehring got a message from him a little while ago. He’s at the dentist’s and is going to be a while. I think it was a cracked tooth. He asked Gehring to have me fill in.”




Richard winced in sympathy.




“Give him all our best,” de Carabas said in a tone that implied that their best was most like to annoy and exasperate the graf.




“Do you guys need anything before you go?” Dawn asked. “Hentzau takes this hospitality stuff seriously. I can’t promise anything, but if you need it, I’ll try to get it.”




“Well,” Door paused, “I was hoping I’d find something in the library that might aid my search, but nothing came up. Perhaps you could ask him about the one clue we have concerning my sister’s whereabouts.”




“Of course,” Dawn replied. “I didn’t know she was missing. I’m so sorry.”




Door unbuttoned her vest and from the inner pocket, she took out a folded, worn piece of paper. 




“A few months ago, we laid siege to the Castle of London Below and won an audience with the Elephant. I asked him how to get to my sister, and he drew this,” she explained, unfolding the paper carefully. “He said it was in a soft place, if that means anything, and that’s all he could tell us.”




She handed the page to Dawn.




Dawn managed not to react, mostly because she didn’t want to set off the headache she’d woken up with. It was a drawing of a gate, bigger than she’d last seen it, but then the house was still growing. It it had a growth spurt with the spring thaw, she could totally see Xander waking up to find his property’s waist high wrought iron fence was four times the size. Whoever the Elephant was, he wielded a mean brush. The lines described a wealth of detail in an economy of strokes. The tree portrayed was in full leaf, and the sun and moon in the crown of leaves peeked through. The circle at the base of the tree was one perfect brushstroke, and the one-eyed fox sat next to it, his bushy tail wrapped around his feet.




“He doesn’t have to,” Dawn told them. “That’s my home, Haven. It’s in Cleveland, near a Hellmouth. It’s where my sister, the senior Vampire Slayer lives, and where the new Slayers’ Council is training all the new Slayers they can recruit.”




“Where’s Cleveland?” Door asked.




“It’s in the United States, off Lake Erie,” she answered.




“Angels and ministers of grace defend us,” de Carabas swore under his breath. “I think I’d rather be eaten by cannibals.”




“Well, we take all kinds,” Dawn told him, “so you can probably get someone to help you with that.”




“I’ve always wanted to go to America,” Richard said. “Maybe we can sneak into Disneyland while we’re there.”




“I can write you a letter of introduction, if you like,” she offered. “For Haven and the Slayer’s Council, not Disneyland. I doubt your sister is there, but maybe you’ll find the next clue.”




How they were going to get there was a puzzle she really wanted a solution for. Would their persistent unnoticeability get them through airport security? Or would they stowaway on a Queen Mary-type cruise liner?




“I…I would greatly appreciate a letter of introduction to your family, Dawn,” Door said. “And if there is any favor I can do you in return, please let me know.”




“I’ll do that,” Dawn answered.




The three guests relaxed in the library while Dawn gathered pen and paper and started the letter.





Dear Xander,




Remember how you told me I was going to make even weirder friends at college than I had back at home? Well, it turns out you were more right than you know…
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