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One of Those Romantic Central European Countries



“Okay, so, we’re going to put you here,” Angela said, leaning on a chair at a smaller desk in her office. 




Dawn looked over the computer set up and blinked several times. The monitor had to be thirty inches. She tapped on the screen, and it blinked at her, bringing up the login. Then she looked down and saw the stylus waiting for her. 




“I figured I would show you around, introduce you to people, show the layout of the place,” Angela said. “Then we can go to lunch with the gang—which all depends on whether or not a new body is found—and then I’ll get you practicing with the 3D scanner and the facial reconstruction and recognition software.”




“What about Doctor Sayad?” Dawn asked.




Half her time was supposed to be devoted to the anthropological forensics team and half to the Mesopotamian team.




“Rancid?” Angela asked and made a face. “Not my favorite guy. I’ll make sure you see him before we leave for the day, but I’m going to do my best to take all your time and not leave any for him. He doesn’t deserve you.”




“Not a good guy?” Dawn asked, worried.




“You know how decent people refuse to draw conclusions based on what religion someone is or what country they’re from?” Angela asked.




“I’m familiar with the notion,” Dawn answered.




“Yeah, if I were a Muslim or from Yemen, I’d feel compelled to take a hit out on this guy,” she said. “Because people use him as an excuse to hate on the Muslims and Yemeni.”




“And he’s working here?” Dawn asked, looking askance as Angela picked up a human skull and brought it over to the scanner.




“Oh, he did some decoding of a previously unknown version of Gilgamesh, so he got a ton of grants,” Angela said with a dismissive handwave. “He’s a big name in the world of cuneiform, and the Jeffersonian just had to have him. Now, be aware that Doctor Brennan is going to quiz you relentlessly about the work you do on this side. Anything short of one hundred percent correct, and it’ll feel like she’s peeling the flesh off your bones, but don’t take it personally. She’s like that to everyone.”




“Oh,” Dawn said, looking around for the exit. “Okay.”




“So, try practicing on this one,” Angela told her, handing the skull over.




It was a fairly fresh skull, probably cleaned by flesh eating beetles. Some of the nose cartilage was even present. Dawn took it, handling it gently. 




“Um, okay, the fusion of the skull sutures indicates that the person was approximately twenty-five to thirty years of age,” Dawn said hesitantly, looking back up at Angela.




She’d spent the last three days learning everything she could about forensic anthropology so she wouldn’t stick out.




“Good,” Angela said. “Keep going.”




“Lack of brow ridge, smaller jaw, and shape of eye sockets indicates female,” Dawn continued. 




“Uh huh.”




Now she looked closer, judging the nasal cavity shape and width, the angle of the front teeth and how the mandible fit against the maxilla.




“She needed braces,” Dawn noted.




“Try not to phrase it like that,” Angela recommended. “Instead, give the details of why you draw that conclusion.”




“Oh, okay.”




She considered the teeth.




“There’s significant overlapping of the left upper cuspid over the second incisor,” she said. “And a gap between the middle upper incisors. Her lower incisors are crowded and not in line with one another. There’s also a fair amount of tartar—”




“Calculus,” Angela corrected her.




“Calculus,” Dawn repeated, “along what would have been the gumline. But this darkened notch showing up at the same height on most of the teeth indicates either famine, injury, or possibly tetracycline intake while the adult teeth were being formed.”




“You’ll be able to spot the cavities with a little practice,” Angela told her. “And the x-rays will show incipient tooth decay, which I’m guessing this woman had. What about the staining?”




“Nicotine?” Dawn asked. 




“Probably,” Angela agreed, “but don’t take it for granted. There are immigrant populations that chew something called betel leaves. Those cause staining of the teeth, but it has a reddish shade. I’d take a scraping from some hidden location and send it to Hodgins for analysis. Any thoughts about race?”




“Well, the nasal cavity makes me think sub-Saharan African,” Dawn said, “but the angle of the profile is too steep. Aboriginal? Pacific Islander?”




“What about the placement, size, and shape of the orbits?” Angela asked.




Dawn studied them.




“I’d need to measure them and compare them to the data charts,” she said, shaking her head. 




“Don’t worry,” Angela assured her. “You’ll get a feel for it. I’m going to say that they fall within what we’d expect from the southeast Asian population.”




“Wow, that’s…confusing,” Dawn said.




“What you have to remember,” Angela told her, “is that you’re working with human population statistics. There will always be outliers. More than that, it’s completely possible that this woman inherited traits from multiple genomic populations. She could have been bi-racial or even more mixed in her heritage.”




“Does DNA analysis help?” Dawn asked.




“I wouldn’t do a reconstruction without it,” Angela answered. “It can tell us hair color, eye color, likely genetic diseases that would influence looks. There are some polymorphisms that occur only within certain genetic lines, giving us a better idea of what population the person comes from. Add to that an isotope study, letting you know what regions of the world they lived in and what diet they ate, you can get a ton of information.”




“And then you interpret it into a portrait,” Dawn said, studying the skull.




“So, just looking at it, what can you tell me about this person?” Angela asked.




Dawn thought about it for a few minutes, turning the skull upside down and examining the forum magnum, turning it right side up and studying the surface of the molars. Then facing the skull, eye to eye.




“She should have been pretty, but she wasn’t,” she finally said. “She grew up poor. Her parents didn’t get her the dental care she needed, and either she never got a job with dental coverage, or she didn’t believe she was worth it. She smoked. From the way her teeth are ground down, she had a lot of stress. The muscle attachments at the base of her skull were pretty large, so she was constantly carrying a lot of weight. Maybe that meant she was fat, or maybe it meant she did a lot of manual labor. Or both. I’m guessing she never had a lot of money for a good diet. I’d want to see the rest of her skeleton or get a good report on it to make any more judgments.”




“Can you see her face?” Angela asked.




Dawn shook her head. “No. You can?”




Angela sighed and took the skull back. Dawn handed it over gingerly.




“I can hardly look at a skull without seeing the person it was anymore,” she said, growing sadder. “I’ve read the report Doctor Brennan did on her skeleton. From the diameter of her femur, she was very heavy. There was a lot of wear in her knees and her lumbar vertebrae, her footbones as well. She had some remodeled fracturing in her left collarbone and across both ramus superior, and there was some very old remodeling of her left orbit.”




Dawn frowned in consideration. The pattern of left collarbone and then across the hips…




“She was in a car wreck?” Dawn asked. “A pretty bad one if the seatbelt broke her collarbone and hipbones.”




“Yeah,” Angela said. “And it probably happened about five years previously.”




“And the left eye socket is almost always a blow to the face,” Dawn said. “Someone punched her.”




“That was probably from ten years ago or more,” Angela said. “So, when she was fifteen, someone punched her hard enough to break the bone around her eye. When she was twenty, she was in a car wreck and injured so badly, she would have been bed ridden for about two months. She was probably on painkillers. Easy to get addicted to those. It probably hurt to stand or walk for any amount of time. She’d probably been slightly to moderately overweight before the accident, and the loss of mobility plus the pain drove her into morbid obesity.”




Dawn stared at the skull.




“And then someone killed her?” she asked.




Angela nodded. “And then she died. We don’t have cause of death. Her remains were found last year in the Congaree National Park in South Carolina. It’s wet there, so decomp was pretty bad. We don’t have her full skeleton, but the context her remains were discovered in point to homicide.”




“How many are there like her?” Dawn asked as Angela gently set the skull back into the plastic tub it and its related bones were stored in.




“She’s only one of nearly a thousand skeletons we house in our unidentified remains storage,” Angela said. “We call it Purgatory.”




“How can that many people be missing and no one’s looking for them?” Dawn asked, heartbroken.




“In most cases, there is someone looking for them,” Angela answered. “They died far away from home, or it was a long time before their remains were discovered. There’s no link between their remains and their identity. Our job is to give them back their faces, so that people can see who they were during their lives. Even if they didn’t know them, sometimes, it’s enough to remind others to show a little compassion. No one wants to be forgotten.”




Dawn nodded.




Angela took her around the lab, introducing her to the various people there—Doctor Saroyan, who Dawn knew as her grandboss; Doctor Hodgins, whom she already knew; that week’s intern, Oliver Wells—“Doctor Oliver Wells,” he corrected Angela, who then reminded him not to be a douche; and finally, Doctor Brennan, who was reviewing a case with Agent Booth.




“Guys, you remember my new intern?” Angela said, demonstrating Dawn’s existence.




“Dawn Summers,” Doctor Brennan said. “Yes, I recall you stating that you had an intern for the summer, and I remember meeting Miss Summers at the Christmas party her sister invited us to.”




“Best Christmas party ever,” Booth said, giving it two thumbs up. “I especially liked the hallucinations of the little blue guys.”




“A lot of people said that,” Dawn answered. “Except for Andrew. He really didn’t enjoy it.”




She stopped, still feeling the loss of Andrew, still guilty that it didn’t hurt more and that she was grateful it hadn’t been Xander or Lucy or someone else. Angela noticed and put her hand on Dawn’s shoulder.




“Did you ever determine what the item in the box actually was?” Bones asked.




“Well, I saw a head of cabbage,” Dawn admitted, “so I was never too worried.”




“That is also what I saw,” Bones said, looking over at Booth.




“It was the head of Genghis Khan, and it told me a knock knock joke,” Booth swore. “My right hand to God.”




“So, we’re like, all doing lunch with my new intern, right?” Angela asked. “And we’re all going to be very, very nice to her, because she’s also babysitting Michael Vincent.”




“Absolutely,” Booth said. “And don’t let anyone give you any trouble, Summers. They do, you send them to me.”




“Wasn’t that worried about it,” Dawn replied. “But thank you.”




“Oh, and tomorrow night,” Angela said, “there’s the party for the opening of the new European Bronze Age exhibit. Lots of stuff on Ötzi.”




“Oooh, I love Ötzi,” Dawn said. “What kind of party?”




“Eh, one of those formal shindigs for all the sponsors of the exhibit,” Angela said. “Several of the European embassies sponsored it, so there’ll be cultural attaches all over the place. The young ones are cute and know how to dress.”




“I greatly enjoyed Doctor Janko’s work on the subject,” Bones said. “I believe I’ll attend.”




“You sure about that?” Booth asked. 




Doctor Brennan was large with pregnancy and had her feet propped up while she sat at her desk.




“Yes,” she said, nodding. “I can bring a change of clothes and take a nap on my couch before going to the party. Are you interested?”




“Eh,” Booth said. “It’s kind of a squintacular thing.”




“He was a murder victim,” Dawn pointed out.




“I do murder all day long,” Booth said, unconvinced.




“It would make Temperance happy,” Angela pointed out.




“So, I’ll be going, I guess,” he capitulated.




“I guess you will,” Angela answered, smiling.






The time had to come, though, when Angela took her down to Mesopotamia to meet Doctor Sayd. He was a sour faced man, not as old as Dawn had expected. 




“As-salāmu alaykum,” she greeted him. Peace be upon you.




He glared at her for a moment and then ignored her.




“I trust I won’t have to fight you over the intern’s schedule,” he told Angela.




“Only things I fight over are chocolate and wine,” Angela told him. “But Dawn’s schedule needs to be as flexible as possible, since mine is. I never know when I’m going to be pulled off my regular work to help with a reconstruction in an investigation.”




“Perhaps it would be best if the intern began here each morning, then,” he said. 




“My name,” Dawn said with a tight smile, “is Dawn Summers. You can call me Miss Summers, but I prefer not to be ignored or talked about as if I’m not here.”




He glared at her for a moment longer and looked back at Angela.




“Any part of that you didn’t understand?” Angela asked, smiling in a pointed fashion. “Miss Summers speaks more than twenty languages fluently, including Arabic, so don’t feel shy about talking to her.”




“Follow me, Miss Summers,” Doctor Sayd said. “I’ll show you your work.”




“You’re on your own,” Angela murmured to her, “but don’t hesitate to yell if you need help.”




Dawn gave her a resigned look. “I’ll head your way at three o’clock.”




She followed the doctor, who hadn’t waited for her, past several other work tables and a long series of industrial shelving filled with tub after tub into a smaller room covered in clay dust. The four tables in there were covered with similar plastic tubs, each about eighteen by twenty-four inches and nine inches deep. She could see stacks of gray and white clay tablets mixed with a few red ones. In another tub was an untidy collection of hundreds, maybe thousands, of paper slips and a pile of rubber bands.




“The labeling for the tablets became disorganized,” Doctor Sayd said. “Each of those tablets has a paper label that should be wrapped around it and secured with a rubber band. You’ll need to match the label to the tablet and rewrap it. Many of the tablets were never fired, so they’re very fragile. Try not to destroy anything.”




It was thousands of hours of work if she compared them by hand. 




“Is there any organization to the tablets currently?” she asked.




“No, but the labels have a copy of the first few lines of text followed by location and date of discovery with preliminary dating,” he answered. 




She stared at them. She could, with a little help from Hodgins and access to the 3D scanner fix RFID chips to the back of each of the tablets with a mild adhesive, then scan the tablet, then the labels and see if she could match tablet to label that way. It would be a time sink to start with, but once set up, it would make tracking the tablets and then translating them far easier. It would be a lot easier if she could get her hands on a computer whiz.




“If it’s too challenging,” Sayd began.




“Do you want them indexed when I’m done?” she asked. 




“I beg your pardon.”




“Indexed,” she repeated. “By location, date found, preliminary dating, subject of the first remark, that sort of thing. If I’m going to do it, I might as well do it right.”




“I doubt you’ll get that far,” he said coldly.




She studied him and finally shrugged.




“We’ll see,” she answered.




He left without excusing himself, and she stared around the room. If she spent any time in there, she’d need a dust mask, and there was no way she’d bring a laptop into that kind of environment. Willow had taught her better. 




Computer geek. She wondered if she could get ahold of Tim on the Ice Elves server that evening. It was about time she leveled up her toboganeer. Maybe he could help her set it up or point her toward someone who could help. There wasn’t a chance in hell she was going to do it the way Sayd expected her to.






“What exactly am I supposed to be doing here?” Dawn asked Angela as they made their way into the exhibit.




“You know, mingle, introduce yourself, maybe find a cute guy to date,” Angela reply.




“That’s not exactly why I’m here,” Dawn said. “Remember how I told you that—”




“Is dating against the rules?” she asked.




“No, not exactly,” Dawn replied. “But remember how I said—”




“Then date,” Angela said. “Get a little action. Go clubbing or try the new Lebanese place or Netflix and chill at his place. Or ours. Come on, Queen Flavia has one of the most notoriously difficult degree programs in the world. People will figure you’ve been locked away for five months and are dying for some, you know, socialization.”




Dawn gave her a very wary look.




“And I’m dying to live a little vicariously through you,” Angela admitted. “Come on, I’ve got a six month old baby at home. Life for me is work interspersed with pumping, diapers, and crying, and it’s not always Michael Vincent who’s the one crying.”




Dawn gave her that and looked out over the crowd. There were a lot of very well to do people mixed in with the academics. You could tell the two groups apart instantly—the academics might have a favorite nice outfit they wore to openings like this, but they definitely didn’t follow runway fashions the way the Washington DC haute ton did. The journalists stood out from both groups, looking far more determined and cranky about being there. Of the ton, there was American old money, American corporate money, a few American nouveau riche, and then there were those from outside the US. Diplomats, she figured. Every embassy had its cultural attachés, the junior department members who worked with US organizations to do good works.




It was, Dawn realized, easy to spot which countries the different diplomats were from. Time at QFU under Hentzau’s patronage meant that she could tell the difference between a British suit and an Italian suit with just a glance. She looked around for someone wearing Ruritanian style—the conservative single breast with French cuffs, a high cut, contrasting waistcoat, and trouser hems that broke just across the front of the shoe—but she didn’t see anyone wearing it.




Disappointed, she stopped at the bar and got a glass of Riesling. For once, she wasn’t carded, probably because no one expected someone under legal drinking age to attend. It was difficult to get back into some of the aspects of US culture. Even in Strelsau, she could purchase and drink hard liquor legally. Not that she was that interested. She found herself enjoying a glass of wine occasionally, or more often a cider or beer, and even just one went a long way.




“Dawn,” Angela called, catching her by the wrist. “Here we go. I met this guy last week at an art gallery. He’s a cultural attaché for one of those romantic central European countries like Graustark or Fenwick, only not either of them. There was a book everyone remembers, The Prisoner of Zenda. Rupert!”




That should have been enough warning, but Dawn was still flabbergasted when the grey suited man facing a diorama of a Bronze Age village turned towards her.




“Miss Montenegro,” he said, smiling. “Please, I beg you, call me Dmitri. Rupert was my great-great-great-great-uncle, and not a very well liked man.”




“Dima!” Dawn gasped.




“Dawn?” Dmitri asked, stunned.




“You guys have met?” Angela asked, looking back and forth.




“Dima, I mean, Dmitri was my mentor at Queen Flavia,” Dawn explained. “He graduated and came here. To the Ruritanian embassy, I mean.”




“And Dawn was an exceptional protegée,” he said, smiling at her. “It’s wonderful to see you again.”




Other than the one phone call to assure him that his little sister, Gretel, was safe, but that his dog, Munin, had been zapped to another century alongside Andrew, she’d exchanged maybe five texts with him since getting to Cleveland and none since she’d left for DC. They’d seen each other three times total before they’d left Strelsau, always in the company of the other ducklings, never alone. They hadn’t discussed the kiss, what had led up to it, or what had happened afterwards.




“Hey, I think I see someone I’ve never met before but desperately need to talk to!” Angela said brightly and disappeared.




Dawn stared up at Dmitri, completely at a loss for words.




“Are you all right?” he asked.




“I’m fine,” she managed. “Fine.”




“And your family?”




“They’re good,” she said automatically. “I…it’s complicated. There’s a lot going on.”




He nodded in understanding.




“Are you okay?” she asked. “Gretel still misses you. She’s getting over the loss of Munin, but I can tell it still hurts.”




“We talk every day, at lunchtime,” he told her. “She told me all about helping you teach the younger Slayers fencing. She was very excited. And she mentioned that you were out on a mission. She didn’t know it was here.”




“Oh.”




She looked down into her wine glass, but didn’t find any answers there.




“What are you doing in Washington DC?” he asked, curious.




“Oh, it’s, um, it’s a job,” she said. “For the Council. I’m interning at the Jeffersonian in the anthropological forensics lab under Angela.”




He raised an eyebrow. “I would have thought you’d stay in Cleveland the entire summer.”




“I would have thought too,” she admitted. “I was really looking forward to it, but like I said, it’s complicated.”




She wondered if she could tell him about her assignment the internship was a cover for. After all, he probably knew more about the Crow King than anyone else in the US. He was also an ally of the Council, and she didn’t expect they’d care if he knew. He might even be able to help. But, she realized, she should clear it with them first. It was a very, very strange feeling, keeping something from him.




“Don’t worry about it,” he assured her.




He had a glass of something amber with no ice, which he set back on the bar and ignored.




“Dawn, would you take a walk with me?” he asked. “There’s something I’d like to show you.”




“Of course,” she said.




She could feel her throat clench with anxiety over the state of their relationship and what had been the last thing to happen between them, but the last thing she would do was say no to him. Along with that anxiety, though, was an equal measure of giddy happiness. She’d missed him, more than she’d expected to.




They strolled down the hallway, and Dawn glanced out one of the doors to the back garden.




“I think they’re unlocked for the party,” she said.




She tested the handle, and it gave, allowing them out into the formal rose garden. Early as it was in the party, not many had strayed that far. They were nearly alone. Dima drew her to an arbor, still well within sight of the door, but with a greater privacy from the few other people out there.




“Dawn, I owe you both an apology and an explanation,” he said. “But before I say anything else, I’d like to show you this.”




He reached into his inner jacket pocket and withdrew a folded piece of parchment. He gave it to her.




It looked like something released by the university or the palace in Strelsau, with a red wax seal and red satin ribbon. The seal had been broken, so she simply unfolded the document. The parchment was nearly white and completely unsullied, brand new. The writing was an impressive calligraphic hand, and the language was Latin. Not just Latin, but Church Latin. Then she looked at the coat of arms at the top of the document.




“This is from the Vatican,” she said, looking up at him.




“It is,” he agreed. “It took both extra money and time to obtain, but there’ll be absolutely no challenge to its authenticity.”




She read through the statement, rife with flourishes, lists of titles, and canonical language. Two names stood out—Dima’s and Natalia Romanov’s. She had to reread the text again to catch the meaning, and her heart almost stopped. Nullification of the agreed upon betrothal. She scanned down to the bottom, and her heart really did skip a beat. 




“The pope signed this?” she gasped. 




“As I said,” he replied, “absolutely no challenge to its authority. Not without challenging the pontiff, and not even the tsar is foolish enough to do that.”




“The pope signed off on the nullification of your betrothal?” she asked, meeting his gaze.




“He did,” Dima answered.




“But…how?” she asked.




“May I?” He indicated the proclamation.




She handed it back to him, and he folded it and carefully restored it back to the correct pocket.




“My family has a centuries long history of supporting the Catholic church, whether it was right or wrong,” he said. “Consequently, we enjoy some privileges very few others do, including the right to ride a horse into Strelsau cathedral, strangely enough. More importantly, my family has the right to directly petition the pope on matters of marriage. We try not to make a habit of it, but in this case, it was worth it.”




“You…you’re not betrothed to Natalia anymore?” she asked, her heart beating faster.




“No, I’m not,” he said.




“But Saint Dreux and your other holdings,” she said.




“Saint Dreux is a sovereign nation now, and the Romanov family has no say over their future,” he said. “They retain a sizable interest in the resort and casino, but they hold no political power. I did as much as I could to protect my other holdings and warned those I couldn’t.”




“You’re not betrothed to Talia?” she asked again.




“No, I’m not,” he said, smiling.




She realized she was staring at his hands. It was easier than staring at his face. She reached out, and he took her hand.




“Dawn, in my office, that night after my graduation,” he began.




“It’s okay,” she said. “I’m okay with what happened. Really.”




“May I finish?” he asked.




“Oh.” This was important to him. She should have realized. “Of course.”




“I was literally days away from finishing my work with Saint Dreux,” he told her. “And I knew that before June was out, I’d be free of the betrothal. The only person I told was Hobard. M figured it out. I either should have told you what I was doing, or I shouldn’t have kissed you, and I’m very sorry for that. I know it upset you.”




She could feel her cheeks warm up. It had barely even been a kiss, though all the potential had been there. They’d only just grazed lips when Talia had come crashing through the front door. 




“It wasn’t that you kissed me,” she managed to say, staring at his hand and drawing her fingers along his palm. “It was that, I thought, under the circumstances, you were just looking for another…distraction. Something that would last a couple of weeks, until you left for the embassy.”




“No,” he said emphatically. “Dawn, no. Never. I have…wanted you for a very long time now.”




She glanced up at his face, and saw that his cheeks were bright pink, and he was staring down at their hands as well. 




“I would never, ever treat you as anything temporary,” he said, and then met her eyes.




“What about all those other women when you were with Natalia?” she asked.




He took a deep breath.




“I won’t try to excuse my behavior except to say that Natalia encouraged it, and I cheated on her far less than she ever knew,” he said. “I did commit adultery on a few occasions. With one exception, I always regretted it, and it’s not something you will ever have to worry about. You have my word.”




“Okay.”




Dmitri had set the standard for being a man of his word, so him saying that meant she really would never have to worry about it. Then it occurred to her what they were talking about.




“Do we…do we get to…be together?” she asked him, looking up into his eyes.




“I know that you have a very strong affection for Xander,” he said.




“Oh, no,” she said. “That’s not a thing. At all.”




The look he gave her was apprehension mixed with doubt. She’d never seen his emotions so plain on his face.




“I mean, aside from realizing that House was right,” she said, “and it was more about having a plan and someone to point at, I did actually ask him, and I got firmly turned down. So, it’s just not a thing.”




“I’m sorry,” he said.




“It means you don’t have any competition,” she explained.




“It means you suffered,” he answered, “and I don’t want that for you. Ever.”




“Oh,” she said, running out of words.




She stared into his eyes for a long moment, aware that he was slowly caressing her fingers with his thumb, and that his other hand was smoothing her hair away from her face, tucking it behind her ear.




“Dima?” She leaned closer to him.




“Yes?”




“Can I have the rest of that kiss now?” she asked as he leaned down to her. 




She felt his lips smile against hers as he kissed her, the softest of touches. She reached up and cupped his face with her free hand. He’d shaved before coming to the party. His lips were warm and dry, and she kissed him, feeling their lips part and meet again. He moved closer, giving up her hand to touch her waist, and she brought that free hand up to his shoulder and around his neck. She had to tilt her head back, and when she did, he cupped her head, his thumb resting against her earlobe and slowly moving across it.




They continued kissing, and her lips opened under his. She was the first to use her tongue, teasing him with little licks until he responded by sliding his tongue between her lips, causing her to rise up on her toes and press against him. He groaned softly against her lips before breaking the kiss.




“Jesu Gott,” he swore under his breath. “You have no idea what you do to me, Dawn.”




Her skin was on fire, and she felt shivery and hot all at the same time. She could smell him—clean, masculine, and heady—and it was more arousing than she could bear.




“Is it the same as what you do to me?” she asked, running her hand down the front of his chest, over his tie and waistcoat, and feeling the warmth of his body. 




She’d wanted particular men before this, but nothing like now. This was a hunger like a wildfire. She reached up to him again, kissing him, drawing him down to her, and then slipping a hand around his chest to his back, scratching him through the thin fabric of his shirt and waistcoat backing. He answered, giving just as much back to the kiss and pulling her against him, his hand sliding down from her waist down to her hip and then around to the back.




She sighed against his mouth, pressing herself to him, so he could feel her breasts against his chest, and he broke off again.




“Dawn, we’re in public,” he said, his voice full of emotions she couldn’t count.




“I want you,” she said as simply as possible.




He pressed his forehead against hers, and she felt him breathing hard. His cheeks were flushed pink.




“I don’t suppose there’s a very quiet corner or maybe a broom closet,” she said.




“No,” he answered, and his voice hardened. “No. Dawn, our first time is not going to be some fumbled matter in a closet, under the threat of discovery.”




She looked up at him, frustrated and wanting. He read her expression and drew his thumb across her lips.




“When I have you,” he whispered to her, “I want you in my bed with hours to spare.”




She groaned.




“We can leave,” she said. “Right now. Go back to your place. Or get a hotel room.”




“No,” he said. “No hurrying. No rush. Just a little wait, bienchen. It’ll be worth it. I promise.”




“Don’t you even,” she started.




He pressed his thumb against her lips, shushing her. Then he widened his stance and pulled her close.




“Step forward with your right leg,” he told her.




She did, rubbing the outside of her thigh against the inside of his, and that’s when she discovered three things: he had an excellent tailor, he dressed to the left, and he was harder than plutonic granite. She looked up at him, eyes wide, and saw that he’d closed his eyes. There was a little line between his brows, not quite pain. His hand slipped down to cup her bottom, and he squeezed, digging his fingers in.




She inhaled, transported with desire. He kissed her again. Hard, taking her with his tongue, and she shuddered against him, her whole body lit up. After a long moment, he broke the kiss.




“Now do you understand?” he asked. “I’ve waited months. You can wait a few days.”




She couldn’t make an answer with any sense. She finally managed to nod her head.




“Your friends will come looking for you,” he said. “We should take a few minutes to cool off.”




She stared up at him.




“You’re blushing,” he told her. “Very prettily, if I may say, but you may not want to be when you see Ms. Montenegro again.”




It took everything she had to let go of him and back up a step. She wanted him right then and there—panties around one ankle, his belt unbuckled and pants halfway down, holding her up against a wall, her legs wrapped around his waist. 




“Still blushing,” he told her.




She met his eyes and saw he knew exactly what she was thinking.




“I may have diplomatic immunity,” he told her, “but it really only extends so far, and embarrassing the Ruritanian embassy would be the end of my position. You, on the other hand, could be arrested and face charges.”




“You just have to be right,” she sighed, letting her frustration go.




“It happens,” he admitted with a tiny shrug.




“Hey, lady,” Hodgins called, standing just past the door, “is that guy bothering you?”




She looked up from brushing down her dress.




“What? Oh, hi, Hodgins,” she said, managing a smile. “Angela tell you I was out here?”




“Uh huh,” he said, “and that it was time to reel you in. You’ve missed most of the speeches, and if you keep dawdling, you’ll miss all of the buffet. His Countiness is welcome to join.”




“Just Dmitri, please,” Dima said. “Outside of embassy business, I’d rather not use my title.”






The party became a thousand times more enjoyable than anything she expected, and all because Dima was there. He introduced her to at least two dozen people, some from his own embassy, and the rest from others. The whole time, his hand was at the small of her back, and every time she looked up at him, he was either already looking at her or glanced down within a moment. She introduced him to everyone she’d met so far at the Jeffersonian, very grateful that Doctor Sayd wasn’t there. They spent time going through the exhibit, discussing the details and speculating on neolithic life. She had a far better time than she’d hoped.




“Gaga eyes,” Angela murmured to her while Dima secured a plate of food and another glass of wine for her. “You’re making them.”




“Am I?” Dawn asked. “Don’t care.”




Angela and Hodgins were massively entertained by the whole thing, especially since Dawn had spent nearly ten minutes explaining to them during the car ride to work the previous morning that she was not seeing anyone, she had no expectation and no real interest in dating anyone, at all, all summer. Dmitri took their suppressed smiles and stifled laughs in stride. In fact, he seemed—if not as amused—extremely pleased by Hodgins’s imitation of her swearing off dating and romance just the day before.




“I have a favor to ask,” Dima said an hour or so later, lowering his voice and leaning over a bit so only she could hear. 




“Okay,” Dawn said.




Here she’d thought that all of a sudden, she’d gained the ability to read him, but his manner had changed the moment they were in front of other people. Not stiff, necessarily, but far more formal than he had been, and the same poker face she was used to seeing back in Strelsau. It wasn’t until they were alone again for a few moments that she realized the only other times she’d seen him so relaxed had been at his family home in Var Hentzau and then when they’d spent several months in The Hague, in another reality, in the year 1637.




“It may sound foolish,” he told her, ducking his head a little




He was nervous, she realized. She’d never seen him nervous.




“Maybe it’ll sound foolish,” she said, stepping a little closer to him and putting her hand on his chest, “but it’s you, so I know it isn’t.”




He met her eyes and blushed. 




“I would like a little time,” he said, “say, a week or so, where we can simply be romantic before we become lovers.”




“You want to wait?” she asked, searching his face for confirmation. It wasn’t as if she doubted that he wanted her, but for a man with his reputation, it seemed a little odd to ask for chastity first.




“I’m a twenty-four year old man who’s never had a girlfriend,” he said, his hands on her waist. “After the first time I met Talia, I knew we would never be romantic, and the other relationships I’ve had were sexual but never anything more. I’ve never dated. There are a number of things I’ve never done that I’ve wanted to for a very long time, and I’d like to do them with you.”




He met her eyes again, and she saw that he really was nervous. He really did feel foolish. And vulnerable. And he’d still asked her.




“Dima,” she said, “I think that is the sweetest thing anyone has ever asked me. Of course we can wait a little while. I…I can’t wait to go on a date with you, or a picnic, or take a walk holding hands.”




A smile of relief broke out across his face, and without any thought, she stood on her toes and kissed him.




“I love you.”




His expression changed from equal parts of shock and delight to rueful humor.




“You minx,” he murmured in her ear, kissing her. “I had all these thoughts of how I would work up to it, what I would say, what kind of production I’d make, fear that I’d scare you off, and you completely steal my thunder.”




He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her, long and slow. When they finally broke apart, he smiled.




“I love you, Dawn,” he told her. 




She grinned up at him.




“And while we’re focusing on romance,” she said, biting her lower lip and looking up at him from beneath her lashes, “I’ll keep my sexy thoughts to myself. I wouldn’t want to tempt you.”




“You do that just by breathing,” he told her.




“Hey, fairy godmother,” Hodgins called, “we have to get Cinderella home before midnight, or the babysitter charges us double time.”




“I surrender her,” Dima said, stepping back from Dawn and holding her hands.




“That’s not Cinderella,” Hodgins said. “My wife and I are Cinderella. I just wanted to make sure Dawn was either coming with us or had her own arrangements.”




“Not wanting to cramp anyone’s style,” Angela added and gave Dawn a big wink and thumbs up.




“May I call you tomorrow?” Dima asked her.




“You can call me anytime you like,” she told him, “and I would very much like you to call me tomorrow.”




They kissed again before he released her to go with them, and she spent the ride gazing out the window, her heart spinning with joy. She wished she could call or text Sabrina and tell her, but Sabrina, Cole, and Lee were all out on her mother’s archeological dig in Egypt with no cellphone reception and only a satellite phone for emergencies. She did text Jenny and Buffy and got immediate replies with celebratory emojis.






“Dawn, wake up,” someone called. “Wake up, Dawn, you’re dreaming!”




Something jarred her, and she was free, scrambling hand over foot to safety, and then she was up against a wall and something else. A baby was whining, there was bright light shining directly into her eyes, and her legs were wrapped up in sheets and a blanket.




A bed. She was in a bed and had nearly climbed on top of the headboard. She breathed hard, her hair half out of its braid and in her eyes.




“Angie, baby, I need you in here,” a short man with curly hair called from the doorway out into the hall.




He held a baby against his chest, and the baby grizzled, working his way up to a full crying spell. Hodgins bounced him with the patented ease of an experienced father.




“Dawn, are you okay?” he asked.




Disoriented, she couldn’t answer. Was she still asleep, dreaming? Had she moved to another universe? Where was she?




A woman came in, lovely and just woken from deep sleep, wrapping her robe around her and tying it, then sitting on the edge of Dawn’s bed.




“Thanks, Jack,” she said, flashing him a beautiful smile. “Could you take Michael Vincent into our room? I’ll stay here with Dawn for a little bit.”




“Sure. Let me know if you need anything.”




Hodgins disappeared, and Angela faced her. Dawn watched her, still unable to piece together a coherent thought.




“Dawn, it’s okay,” Angela told her, using a gentle, calm voice. “I’m Angela. You’re staying with me and Hodgins while you work as an intern at the Jeffersonian. Do you remember that? You told us that sometimes you have really bad dreams, but you’re okay now. You’re awake, and you’re safe.”




Her voice and her calm, open expression made it possible for Dawn to let go of the panic gripping her. 




“Hodgins went in to check on Michael Vincent, and he heard you talking in your sleep,” Angela continued. “He woke me up and came back, and you were crying, but he couldn’t wake you up.”




“N-nightmare,” Dawn managed. “I was having a nightmare.”




“Yeah,” Angela agreed. “Yeah, sweetie, you were. Sounds like it was a doozie. Can you sit back down on the bed?”




Slowly, Dawn relaxed from her half-perched position on the wooden headboard and let herself slide back down to the mattress.




“Can you give me your hand?” Angela asked.




Dawn slowly held her hand out. It shook. Angela took it in her own and then gently rubbed it from her knuckles to halfway up her forearm.




“Is that better?” she asked.




Dawn managed to nod and then worked on breathing.




“Jack sometimes has bad dreams too,” she told Dawn. “A few years ago, before we got together, he was kidnapped and buried in a car. So I’ve sat with him a lot of times and talked him through it. Do you want me to stay?”




Dawn nodded again.




“Mine used to be worse,” she admitted, taking a deep breath and slowly letting it out.




“Worse?” Angela asked, horrified.




“Well, I wasn’t screaming this time, was I?” Dawn asked, the terrible anxiety of her dream still burning her nerve endings. “Last time this happened, Buffy was there, and she held me. They haven’t been as bad since then.”




“Well, no, you weren’t screaming this time,” Angela said, sighing and shaking her head. “Come on, let’s get your pillows straightened out.”




She held on to Dawn’s hand and rearranged the pillows with the other and then patted the bed in the middle, encouraging Dawn to move back. Then she pulled the blankets up to Dawn’s lap.




“Better?” she asked.




“Some?” Dawn answered. “Is Michael Vincent okay? I didn’t wake him up, did I?”




“He’s fine.” Angela smiled at her. “He needed a diaper change, and Jack is probably going to fall asleep with him on his chest. Works out for everyone.”




Dawn nodded, feeling tired and sick and shaky.




Her nightmares had gotten much, much better since Buffy had held her. That didn’t mean they were gone, though. 




“What time is it?” Dawn asked.




“It’s not quite three,” Angela told her.




When her anxiety got this bad, she was supposed to take her medication, but falling back asleep under those circumstances would make it impossible to get up and get ready for work like a human being. Back in Strelsau, when she’d had the really bad nightmares, Salem was usually awake and would come and sit on her and purr. If she hadn’t calmed down in a few minutes, he would go wake up Sabrina, all without ever letting on that he cared. 




“You’ve seen some bad stuff,” Angela said, smoothing Dawn’s hair away from her face.




Dawn nodded.




“And good things,” she said. “It’s funny, though, the good stuff never seems to stick like the bad stuff does. It’s not like I have dreams where I wake up laughing.”




“No, it never does seem to work that way,” Angela agreed.




Dawn glanced over at the nightstand, where her phone was charging. Jenny and Buffy were still asleep, and Sabrina was out of reach in Egypt. Dima was almost certainly asleep as well, but…




“Is there someone you wanted to call?” Angela asked, reaching for the phone.




She managed a nod.




“He’s probably asleep though,” she said. 




“If we’re talking about Mister Hottie from this evening, and he’s as awesome as you say,” Angela said, “you should call him.”




She unplugged Dawn’s phone and handed it to her.




“Go on.”




It took three rings, and Dima picked up.




“Dawn? Was ist los?” He sounded like he’d been woken from a deep sleep. “Dawn?”




It took her a minute to work up the nerve to speak.




“I had a nightmare,” she said, feeling like an idiot, like a child, complaining to a grown up about a scary dream with a bear. Only hers had lynch mobs, beatings, spacings, and sometimes rape.




“Are you all right?” he asked.




She could hear his voice unfog as he got his bearings. Angela smiled at her, patted her hand, and got up. She turned the light off on her way out, leaving Dawn with the two nightlights and her phone for illumination, and closed the door.




“I’m…having a hard time calming down,” she admitted. It was hard, saying that, admitting that she was weak and cowardly, that she couldn’t do it on her own and needed help.




“It’s all right,” he told her. “I’m here.”




“I’m sorry to bother you,” she apologized, ashamed.




“Don’t,” he answered. “I’m glad you called. I wish I were there to hold you. Do you remember how you used to lie down next to me and hold my arm?”




She nodded. “Uh huh.” 




At the time, it was one of the few things she could do that made the grinding pain of recovery at all bearable, being next to him, feeling protected and safe. Sometimes, if he’d fallen asleep, she’d turn over so she could put her head on his chest and listen to his heart beat.




“I was always so proud when you came to me,” he said, “that I’d earned your trust, that I could do something for you. It always bothered me if I couldn’t help. Just now, I can, and I’m glad of the chance.”




“Okay,” she said, her eyes fill with tears. “I wish I weren’t so broken.”




“You’re not,” he told her, his voice firm. “You’re injured, and you’re healing. I still have nightmares of my own, every now and then. I still wake up by myself and have to remind myself that Gretel is safe but my parents are gone, and that I haven’t, haven’t somehow made some fatal mistake that has destroyed my family and our legacy.”




“But…you’re wonderful,” Dawn said. “Why would you have to worry about that?”




“I’ve made a few,” Dima told her. “Some were stupider than others. I never should have allowed Adolph von Holofernes to push me until I lost my temper. I should have pushed to annul the betrothal years ago. I should have…I should have done more than a few things differently.”




She could hear the frustration and regret in his voice. 




“Will you promise me something, Dawn?” he asked.




“What’s that?”




“That whenever you have a nightmare or the anxiety gets bad, whenever you feel alone or need comfort, call me,” he said. “I want to be the one who makes things better for you.”




If she promised, she’d have to do it, because there was no such thing as going back on her word when she’d given it to Dima.




“Okay,” she said. “I promise.”




“Good.” She could almost hear the warmth of his smile. “And I promise that, in as much as I have any say in the matter, I will always be there for you.”




“Okay,” she said, feeling a tremulous smile on her lips. 




“Do you feel any better?” he asked.




“A little,” she said. 




“Ask me a question,” he said. “Any question, so I can help you take your mind off the nightmare.”




She thought for a moment.




“What’s it like in Saint Dreux?” she asked.




“You would love it,” he said. “It’s not as hot as you might expect, though it does get warm. It’s tropical. The eastern side of the island is the most populous. It’s where all the coffee plantations are. The southwestern side was left completely undeveloped, and it’s old growth rain forest. The northwestern side is in a rain shadow, so it’s grasslands. That’s where the casino and resort are.”




He told her about the beaches and the people, about the culture of ‘use it up, wear it out, make it do, or do without’ and their contempt for American consumer culture. He told her about his summers there as a child, when he’d roamed with Hobard the length and breadth of the island, never fearing anything worse than a spanking from Hobard’s iron-handed grandmother for filching oranges or climbing too high on the cliffs to see incoming storms. He told her about his mother’s love for the wildlife there, and her work to ensure that it was left to itself, unexploited by the people. He told her about his father’s hobbies—music and DIY work on the house they kept, much smaller, more overgrown, and liveable than the huge palace his ancestors had built.




She listened and loved every word of it, imagining the sea breezes, church bells, and children’s laughter. 




“Can we go there?” she asked, sleepy.




“We will,” he told her. “Give them a few months to really settle into their new independence and a chance to spite the Romanovs, and then I’ll take you. I remain a citizen of the island, though I’m no longer the largest property owner. I’m not even in the top twenty now. We won’t set foot on the resort or in the casino. I’ll show you the real life there.”




“I’d like that,” she said.




“Do you think you can sleep?” he asked. “Not that there’s much time left.”




It was nearly four, and she had to be up at six to get ready.




“Yeah, I can sleep,” she said. “Thank you, Dima.”




“I love you,” he told her. “You do know I’d do anything for you, right?”




“I think I do,” she said. “I love you, Dima.”




“Get a little more sleep,” he said. “I’ll talk to you later.”




She slept until her alarm woke her.




Dima Takes a Hit



Dating Dima meant arriving at work to find an artistic bouquet of daisies, baby’s breath, and miniature white and yellow roses waiting for her at the secretary’s desk.




“Niiiiiice,” Angela said, her eyes lighting up.




“How did he get it here before nine?” Dawn asked, amazed.




“Money,” Hodgins said. “When it comes to questions like that, the answer is always ‘money’.”




“Did he get it right?” Angela asked.




“He remembered my favorite flower is the daisy,” she said, touching the petals of the flowers.




It wasn’t a very large bouquet. She could have held the stems in one hand, and the flowers would have covered a little more than both her hands. The vase was a light green, the glaze slightly crazed. Curious, Dawn picked it up and looked more closely. 




It was celadon, inscribed with white cranes, and the handles were slender newts, no more than four inches long each. The details were exquisite.




“Check the bottom,” Angela told her.




Dawn lifted the vase carefully and held it above her eyes. Angela looked with her.




“That is a late nineteenth century reproduction of one of the national treasures of South Korea,” she said. “Your boyfriend knows his stuff.”




Speechless, Dawn very carefully set the vase on her desk and made sure nothing could bump or rattle it.




“I talked about how much I liked celadon pottery once,” she said. “Months ago. I can’t believe he remembered.”




“Guy really should handicap himself,” Hodgins noted. “He’s going to make the rest of us look bad.”




“So, how are you going to handle the cuneiform tablets?” Angela asked, changing the topic. 




Dawn had noticed she was really good at that, but she couldn’t tell what spurred Angela to it. Was she protecting Dawn from teasing by Hodgins, making Hodgins behave, or actually focusing on work.




“Well, I figured that instead of just rubberbanding the paper labels back to the tablets, I would see if I could set up on the 3D scanner,” Dawn said. “Scan each of the tablets in, vacuum bag it, tag it with an RFID chip, and associate the chip ID with the scan in a database. Use the scan to pull off the first line of text, add that to the database, and then depending on whether the paper slips were typed or handwritten, scan them, and match by first line. Then, print new labels to stick on the vacuum bags with all the relevant information. Hand over the tablets and the database to Doctor Sayd when I’ve gotten as far as I can.”




“How many tablets are we talking about?” Hodgins asked.




“Uh…”




Dawn considered it. Each tub could probably hold as many as fifty of those little tablets, and she did a mental count of the number of tubs she’d seen on one of the counters of the room Sayd had left her in, then multiplied that by the amount of counter space and table tops in the room. 




“If it’s just what’s in that room,” Dawn said, “Probably around five thousand. If it’s the whole storage area outside of the room, another ten thousand, easy.”




“Jeffersonian’s got the fifth largest collection of cuneiform in the world,” Angela said, rueful.




“Why does Doctor Sayd hate me?” Dawn asked. “I mean, I can tell it’s not personal, but it’s like he wants me to spend all my time sorting chunks of clay that he doesn’t even care about.”




“Some mysteries aren’t worth the trouble it takes to solve them,” Angela told her. “So, what we really need to do is get an assembly line going with some of the volunteers. RFID chips we have, though you’ll have to order some more. Do you know how to set up the database and link to the scanner?”




“No,” Dawn admitted. “I could probably figure it out, but it’ll take me at least a couple of days of trial and error, maybe as long as a week.”




Angela wrinkled her nose, and Hodgins gave her a look.




“You’re thinking about Tim, aren’t you?” he asked.




“He’s a whiz at hardware/software interfaces,” she said. 




“Tim McGee at NCIS?” Dawn asked. “I was thinking of him too.”




“Spend the morning here,” Angela told her, “and get ahold of Tim. He’ll be able to set up what you need in an hour or two. We’ll take him out to lunch as a thank you. I’ll book the 3D scanner for you, and we’ll set you up in the supply room off Hodgin’s lab. You’ll have to schlep those tubs over here, but you can tell Sayd that you can’t work in that room, since it’s too dusty.”




“Why are you solving this for me?” Dawn asked. 




“Because,” Angela said, “once we get this set up, he’ll assume your three hours a day are spent tediously reading, organizing, and rubberbanding cuneiform tablets while we actually get some volunteers to do the scanning. Then, you can spend your free time helping me with my stuff.”




She grinned at Dawn, and Dawn grinned back.




“You are such a cheater,” Dawn said. 




“Thank you.”






Tim was delighted to hear from her.




“Hey, how’s your toboganeer coming?” he asked.




“Up to level thirty-five and just earned a tertiary skill,” Dawn said. “Think I’m going to go for tracking.”




“Nice combination,” he said. “So, this 3D scanner. Have you got the make and model?”




Dawn looked up the info in the paperwork Angela had left for her and read it off to Tim.




“Did you want to come over here?” Dawn asked. “I’ll need to have Angela or Hodgins let you in.”




“Nah, I’ve still got my remote login from last year,” he said. “I’ll get it set up for you before lunch. Oh, and Abby and Ducky say hi.”




“Tell them hi back for me,” she said. “We should get together. I’ll drag my boyfriend along.”




There was a pause.




“Yes, drag him along,” Tim said, sounding just as cheerful as before. “I’m sure we’ll all like him.”




That set up, she went with Angela to Purgatory.




“Kind of like your tablets,” Angela said, “most of the remains in here have not been scanned. So you’ll do that with the skull of any set of remains you work with. You should also do a visual and physical examination of the remaining bones. There’ll be a report for each set of remains available on the network written by either Doctor Brennan or the intern working for her. Read through it, but don’t skip doing an examination yourself. You’ll learn more that way.”




“Okay,” Dawn said, nodding.




Angela swiped her security card and let them into the room. The shelves went up to the ceiling, sixteen feet above, and each shelf contained four plastic tubs labeled with bar codes. There were eight shelves per standing unit, and Dawn did a quick count of all the shelves in the enormous room. Angela hadn’t been kidding when she’d said there were nearly a thousand sets of remains in here. 




She wondered if Cole would see any ghosts here, or if all the spirits of these lost, then found but still unknown people were at peace, knowing that someday, they’d be claimed.




“Okay,” Angela said, “let’s hit the third row. Remains are shelved according to when they were discovered. The older they are, the less likely they are to be in the system, as we automatically scan any remains that come in, but we can only work backwards when all the investigations are caught up.”




“Is there anyone here from Ruritania?” Dawn asked.




“Probably not,” Angela said. “Most of the European countries are good about reclaiming remains of their people, even if they’re unidentified. If we have anyone from another country, it’s because they were refugees of one sort or another, and their country doesn’t have an interest in identifying them. I’ll check, though. You never know.”




She counted through the boxes, and when she came up to one without a barcode, she pulled it out and handed it to Dawn. The box wasn’t much larger than what Doctor Sayd kept his tablets in, just a little deeper. It was heavier than Dawn expected, twenty-five, perhaps thirty pounds.




“Hard to believe there’s a whole person in here,” Dawn said, hefting the box.




“Just their skeleton,” Angela replied. 




They brought it back to Angela’s lab, where—under her supervision—Dawn examined the skull and correctly identified age, gender, and race and then scanned it into the system. The scanned file was added to a growing database of human remains where the autopsy report had been filed by a Doctor Zach Addy nearly eight years previously. When Angela saw the name, she faltered.




“What’s wrong?” Dawn asked.




“Nothing,” she said. “It’s just that, well, Zack was Tempie’s favorite intern. We all adored him. He…he got involved with a man who turned out to be a serial killer and helped him. I worked beside him for years. I don’t think I’ll ever get over finding out what he’d done.”




“Oh my god, Angela, I’m so sorry,” Dawn said.




“He was committed to a psychiatric facility,” Angela told her. “He’s still there because he won’t admit that what he did was morally wrong, just logically mistaken. Jack goes and sees him once a month. They’re still friends. But I couldn’t…I couldn’t face seeing him again.”




“I don’t know what I would do if I found that out about a friend of mine,” Dawn said.




There was Andrew, who had helped Warren, including and up to killing Jonathan, but Dawn hadn’t met him until after all that was known. Getting to know Andrew, it didn’t take her long at all to realize that he was a terribly weak person, harmless on his own, but dominated by anyone else who came along. Except that turned out to be wrong as well, considering all the things he’d done after being shifted back to sometime around 1117 or 1118 AD by one of the Weeping Angels. 




“The thing is,” Angela said, opening the box and staring at the bones inside, “he could have been one of the best. He had a feeling for the bones and for crimes that rivaled Doctor Brennan’s. We lost that when we lost our friend.”




“I’m so sorry,” Dawn said again.




Then, some thought began scratching at the back of her head. Their former intern, Zack Addy, was sentenced to a psychiatric facility, an asylum, but—




Angela gave her a smile and then sighed. “Look at me, bringing everything down. It’s just…you know, things happen, and you cope, and you move on. I just miss who he was, even if he wasn’t actually that person. So, let’s get you started on this one.”




Her thought derailed and didn’t come back. Instead, Dawn spent the rest of the morning working on scanning the skull in, and then laying the bones out on an exam table to examine them while she read from the autopsy report. The language was dry, unemotional, and exacting, and it led her to places on the bones where anything out of the ordinary had been noted. It was fascinating work.




It was almost twelve, and as there was no current active investigations, the staff was free to take their lunches as they liked. She hadn’t heard from Dima so far that morning, but just as she thought of him, her phone rang.




“Hi!”




“Good morning,” Dima answered. “And how are you?”




“Much better,” she told him. “Are you up for lunch? I think we’re going some place as a group. Or I could go with just you.”




When he spoke, she could hear the smile in his voice.




“I could do either, but what I would love best is time alone with you,” he answered.




She felt a thrill go through her. 




“I’d like that too.”




“I’m just out front, if you’d like to come out,” he said.




She clicked off, ran to Angela to give her the news, grabbed her purse, left her lab coat, and ran out to the front entrance, twisting past tourists and museum fans.




She stood near the pedestrian crossing to the parking lot for less than a minute before he pulled up. She dashed to the car, a classic sports car of considerable degree, opened the passenger door, and climbed in before Dmitri could finish parking.




“I would have held the door for you,” he said, buckling his seatbelt again.




“Not in this traffic,” she said. “Diplomatic immunity or no diplomatic immunity, you double park here, you’ll be killed and eaten.”




“I’ll remember that,” he said, putting his blinker on.




He pulled back into the heavy traffic and took them to a French bistro where he was already known. The maître d’ whisked them to a table next to the window, presented Dima with a wine list, and bowed and scraped like a nineteenth century butler. Dawn found herself raising an eyebrow.




“It’s the license plate on the car,” Dmitri explained to her, “and the tag hanging from the rearview mirror. I’m an embassy employee, clearly high level from my car and clothes, so they go out of their way to make me happy. One complaint from an attaché could ruin their business for a year.”




“Seems unfair,” Dawn said.




Dmitri shrugged. “The service is excellent, but I’ve always preferred to get that through devotion than fear. So long as the coq au vin continues to be excellent, I’ll keep coming, and hopefully, they’ll stop flinching.”




“Monsieur,” the bu— waiter greeted him on returning. 




“Monsieur,” Dmitri replied. “Dawn, what would you like to drink?”




“Diet Coke,” she said.




“Water with lemon,” Dmitri told him. “What do you recommend for today?”




“Monsieur is partial to the coq au vin,” the maitre’d breathed. “We also have a succulent duck l’orange, a bancheofe, salade niçoise, and halibut brunoise with lemon aioli.”




Dmitri gave Dawn a studious look, and she grinned at him.




“The lady will have the brunoise,” he told the maitre’d, “and I’ll have the salade niçoise.”




“Very good, monsieur.” And the maitre’d evaporated.




“Nice,” Dawn said, still grinning. “It’s kind of scary how well you know my tastes. Like, the celadon vase for example.”




He looked very pleased with himself. “It’s only a matter of paying attention. Given the choice, you like equal portions of meat and green vegetables. You like tomatoes, loathe potatoes. You prefer fish to chicken, chicken to steak, and steak to pork—with the exception of bacon and ham which rank the same as chicken—and you always leave room for dessert.”




“Yeah?” she asked, “but what about shrimp?”




“Oh, shrimp above all things, so long as it’s grilled,” he replied. “I’ve never seen you eat it battered and fried.”




“Yeah, I had this bad tempura once,” she said and shuddered.




“And I will never eat bouillabaisse again,” he said, “no matter how innocent the oysters may be.”




She sobered. “You scared me, Dima. I honestly thought you were going to die.”




He nodded and offered his hand, which she took.




“And I would have, if not for your stroke of genius,” he replied.




“Less a stroke of genius than a return of normal brain function,” she said, and then she faltered. “What if I hadn’t remembered in time?”




He stroked the backs of her fingers with his thumb. “One thing I’ve found, Dawn, is that it’s useless playing ‘what if’. Nothing good comes of it, and it wastes precious time. Let us give thanks that you did remember and move on from there.”




She nodded.




“How fares the Jeffersonian?” he asked.




A plate with sliced tomatoes, basil, and fresh goat cheese appeared before them, drizzled in olive oil, with a side of thin slices of bread with flaky crust and chewy insides. While Dawn smeared a slice with cheese and stacked sliced tomatoes on it, she told him about her two different jobs—the cuneiform and the forensic anthropology. She watched as his expressions changed to follow the details. 




He took an instant dislike to Doctor Sayd, which cheered her, and smiled at every mention of Angela and Hodgins.




“Every moment I spent in her company, I could feel her love for that man,” he said. “Doctor Hodgins is very lucky.”




“So am I,” Dawn said.




The smile he gave her was nothing short of wonderful.




“So, are there any Ruritanians numbered among the souls in Purgatory?” he asked.




“Angela hasn’t checked yet,” she said. “But she doesn’t think so. If there are, once I get the hang of the facial reconstruction software, I’ll do them and send you the files.”




He nodded. 




“I hold the ambassador in great esteem,” he said. “He’s the Duke of Strackencz’s younger brother. We call him Strackencz Secundus. He was about ten years older than my father, and they were great friends, so I can’t help but feel that he’s taken an interest in me.”




“Has he been out here all this time?” Dawn asked, barely noticing as a ninja-like waiter filled her glass and disappeared again.




“The entire time,” Dima responded. “He never returned to Strelsau to renew his oath to the throne. I suspect my father knew something of what was going on and confided in him. It would make sense.”




The mention of Dima’s father dimmed the mood of their conversation.




“Are you going to look into their deaths while you’re out here?” she asked.




He nodded. “M did some preliminary checking but was unable to dig up anything. But…the timing, and now I know the reason for Sycorax’s hate—”




Dawn stiffened at hearing the witch’s name pronounced out loud, in public, and Dmitri gave her a weak smile.




“There’s an ocean between her and us, love,” he said. “We can speak freely.”




“Oh, right,” Dawn said. Considering Sycorax’s fairy background, that probably held doubly true. It seemed the boundaries of the different fairy realms were marked by free water—rivers, lakes, seas, and oceans, but not reservoirs, dams, or spillways.




“I honestly don’t know what I expect to find,” he continued. “It was a car wreck. I read the pathology reports for both my parents, and the findings were consistent with fatal injuries from the wreck. The man who hit them went to prison for seven years. He’s been free for three.”




Dawn considered. “Do you have the pathology reports still? I could have my grandboss Doctor Saroyan review it, and maybe Doctor Brennan could look at any remarks on the bones. They might see something.”




He nodded slowly. “I’ll send a copy to you.”




“What was the timing?” Dawn asked. “Why did they come here then and for what purpose?”




“What my parents told me—” he paused as the waiter skillfully deposited their plates in front of them, checked to make sure they had everything they needed, and then disappeared. “What they told me is that they’d decided to locate my mother’s family and try to reconnect with them. I’d been told a family fight had ended her relationship with them. But, it was less than a month after King Thomas died and the Queen ascended to the throne with a husband and two children.”




“I don’t think that’s a coincidence,” Dawn said.




“I don’t either,” Dima answered. “They had six months after the inauguration to make their way to the capital and swear their fealty to the Queen. If they didn’t, it would be as good as declaring war on the throne. Our power as a family has lain for a thousand years in the fact that we never go back on our sworn word, and that we have not only always been loyal to the throne, but have never sought to win a higher title than our original—graf. Not fürst, not hoch, not alte, and not ur graf, and certainly not Herzog, though there are certainly some families that snatched at and grabbed for those honors. It was explained to us long ago that our ambition must be kept within our borders for our family to thrive.”




“So, if your father declined to swear fealty to the Queen,” Dawn said, “it would be the same as saying his family would come to an end.”




“The only way it wouldn’t,” Dima answered, “is if the throne were occupied by a pretender, someone without a rightful claim.”




“But, that’s what you’ve got now,” Dawn replied.




“I know,” Dima said, “and I suspect my parents knew as well.”




“So why come out here?” she asked.




“I don’t know,” Dima admitted. “I’ve been looking for my father’s journals. Several of them, including his last, are missing. I expected to find them in the apartment, but there’s been no sign.”




“Damn,” she swore in sympathy.




They had finished their main course, and the waiter offered a selection of desserts, from which Dmitri chose the chocolate ganache cake while Dawn grinned. 




“Can you tell me your assignment?” he asked.




She’d gotten permission from both Jenny and M just that morning.




“The last of the Slayer prophecies mention a powerful psychic,” she explained. “We’ve kept our eyes and ears open, but most psychics tend to either have no idea of their powers, or they’re so overwhelmed they shut down, go insane. Guardian believes this person is in DC, so I got sent to find them.”




“Here?” he asked. “What leads your friend to believe this person is here?”




“They posted a note to us on DC’s Craigslist, telling us—or rather Guardian—to tell me to get down here and talk to the Crow King, that it’s a matter of life and death. The IP address was a workstation at a local DC library.”




Dima dropped his fork in surprise.




“The Crow King?” he repeated in disbelief.




She nodded. The waiters standing at the back of the room looked nervous.




“Smile, Dima,” she said. “You’re scaring the staff.”




After a moment, he picked his fork back up and took another bite.




“Twice in the last year,” he said, “I’ve been called the son of the Crow King when that’s no longer my correct title. It won’t be anyone’s title until I have a child. Now you’re told to speak to the actual Crow King?”




“Do you know who it might be?” she asked.




“Who it is, if the original stories are anything to go by,” he said, “is an actual crow. It’s why I’m so puzzled. My family can usually spot an alpha crow if we’ve spent time and gotten to know the crows of a particular area, but the crow king—or queen, as the case may be—is acknowledged by all crows. Not just the ones in the area.”




She nodded and smiled at the waiter when her slice was delivered.




“Maybe the psychic who posted the message can tell us more,” Dawn said. “I’m going to start checking the professionals this week.”




“I thought real psychics never worked for pay,” Dima said.




“That’s what I thought, too,” Dawn agreed, and paused to savor a bite of ganache. “If this person really is a powerful psychic and is also working as a psychic—doing readings, trying to speak to restless spirits, telling fortunes—then they’ve got to be rock steady. Most psychics are too easily disturbed by what they pick up to voluntarily go looking for more. Most of them don’t even accept that they are psychic.”




“Your plan?” he asked.




“I’m the sucker going for every crystal, Tarot, bone, color, palm, and aura reading in the DC area over the next two months,” Dawn said. “That is, on the nights I’m not watching Michael Vincent. If they’re not the psychic I’m looking for, I may still be able to steer the conversation towards other psychics, including the non-professional ones.”




He looked worried. “This is not a safe city, especially when you get away from the government, university, and embassy neighborhoods.”




“No kidding,” she answered. “I’ve got Riley and three Federal agents on speed dial, and I now have a Taser. Also, Buffy bought me a new stave. I really did miss my old one.”




“Just the same,” he said, eyes narrowing in concern, “would you like a little company?”




“I thought you’d never ask,” she said. “Yes, but you have to promise to let them run their scams. If you put them off their games, I won’t get a clean reading.”




“You have a test?” he asked.




She nodded, taking a last sip as he signed the check and included a generous tip.




“The old Watcher’s Council kept an eye out for that sort of thing, and Giles trained me to do it a couple of years ago,” she explained on the drive back, “when we started looking for all the Slayerettes. More than one so-called psychic has tried to game the Council on possible Slayers and their locations.”




“If you can give me a day’s, or even a few hour’s, notice,” he said, “I’ll be ready to accompany you to the gates of a Hellmouth.”




He dropped her off at the back entrance to the Jeffersonian, got out to open her door and help her out, and paused with her in front of the car. She kissed him extensively. At one point, he looked up and frowned.




“What?”




“There’s a man taking pictures of us,” he said, somewhere past taking offense and moving towards getting angry.




“Well, we’re in public,” she reminded him. “And standing in front of a classic car next to a classic building. Also, I’m wearing a cute dress, and you’re extremely handsome.”




“He has a telephoto lens,” Dima said. “I don’t think he’s a random photographer.”




“Is someone following you?” she asked, concerned. “Because of your embassy work? Or because of your investigation?”




“Worse,” he said, starting to seethe. “I think he’s a paparazzo.”




Well, DC had them, though nowhere near as bad as Los Angeles or New York. People inside and outside the Beltway liked to follow figures in international politics, though Dmitri was far too low level for most of them, having no say in policy. There was also a very large market for people who followed royalty, nobility, and aristocracy, especially the European members, which was the more likely explanation.




“You’re hot, rich, and titled,” she told him. “You may have to get used to this attention.”




“Father mentioned it,” he said. “He hated them. He was questioned several times for being less than gentle with the more offensive ones.”




“Hey, diplomatic immunity only goes so far,” she said, poking him in the chest, “and dueling is not legal in the US. Besides, if you challenged him, he’d probably insist on a Photoshop contest or something.”




“There is much to what you say,” he answered, letting his anger go with a sigh. “What is your schedule tonight? May I call on you?”




She grinned. “I’m babysitting little Michael Vincent. I plan on Netflix and chill.”




“Would you like a little company?” he asked.




“I’ll check with Angela and Hodgins to make sure they’re okay with it,” she said. “And I’ll text you.”






When he showed up at the Hodgins-Montenegro doorstep just before seven that evening, Dawn was already desperate for him, just not in a way she’d expected.




“What on earth…” he started when she answered the door with a crying baby and the smoke alarm going off.




“Here, just take Michael Vincent,” she said, handing him the baby and running back to the kitchen.




He followed, closing the front door, holding the baby against his chest. 




“What’s going on?” he yelled over the alarm.




Dawn opened the oven, pulled a smoking cookie sheet out with mittened hands, and dropped it into the sink before turning the water on and drowning the burnt offering. Then she closed the oven with a foot and opened the back door and a window and picked up a broom and began fanning the air near the smoke alarm to disperse the smoke. After a few moments, it died, and the world became much quieter.




Michael Vincent grizzled and mewled, but didn’t cry as Dmitri gently bounced him.




“What happened?”




Dawn took a deep breath and leaned against the counter, pressing the heels of her hands against her eyes. 




“I’ve fought vampires, you know,” she said.




“Yes, I’ve seen it,” he agreed.




“And demons,” she continued. “Klingons, more demons, lots and lots of stuff. And I got first levels in everything except Chemistry.”




“Yes,” he agreed again. “You are a competent and capable person, Dawn. Now, what’s wrong?”




She gestured at the baby, emotionally exhausted.




“I’ve been trying to feed him for the last hour, and he won’t take his bottle,” she said, as close to tears as the baby was. “I know he’s hungry, but he just won’t, and while I was busy trying, I lost track of when I put the cookies in the oven for when you got here, and now they’re charcoal. And I just don’t think I’m cut out for this.”




“One thing at a time,” he said. “Babies are complicated, and—”




He raised little Michael Vincent up, took a sniff, and flinched.




“He’s definitely in need of a diaper change for one thing,” he finished.




“I changed him an hour ago!” Dawn wailed. “Oh, fine! His room’s upstairs, first door on the right. All the supplies are in the changing table.”




She focused on recovering the cookie sheet. As she scraped charcoal cookies off, she heard Dima climb the stairs and walk overhead to the nursery. She heard him talking to little Michael Vincent, who had stopped grizzling and started cooing. There was a moment of silence, and then Dima cried out, startled and horrified.




“What?” Dawn called, dropping the cookie sheet and running for the bottom of the stairs. “Are you okay? What happened?”




“I’m hit!” he called. 




She paused, staring up the steps. Dima leaned out the bedroom door. He’d taken his coat jacket off and held his hands just out from his abdomen, the way a man with a gut wound might. On his vest was a bright yellow stain. Dawn stifled her laughter.




“You could have warned me!” he said, gesturing.




“You stood in the wrong place,” she said. “Angela showed me the first time I went to change his diaper. As soon as you take the old one off and the air hits him, he’s an ornamental fountain.”




“I’ll say,” Dima declared. “Please excuse me. We’ll be right down.”




When he returned, having removed his vest and set it to soak in the upstairs sink, he tucked Michael Vincent in his left arm. The infant chewed on his fist and drooled on everything. Dmitri draped a towel over his shoulder. Dawn looked up from the oven, where she had just put in a new batch of cookies.




“Now, the bottle,” Dmitri said.




“I think it’s reassuring that you’re not an expert at everything,” she told him.




“I can’t cook either,” he admitted. “I’ve discovered that recently. I burned pasta just the other day. I may have to take a class so I don’t starve to death. The only reason I can change a diaper is because I helped with Gretel.”




She handed him the bottle. He shook the bottle over his wrist.




“Stone cold,” he said. “We’ll need to reheat it.”




“I heated it, honest!” Dawn protested.




“Well, it has been an hour,” he told her. “Here, take the young sir, and I’ll get this reheated.”




In five minutes, Michael Vincent nursed from his bottle while Dima held him like an oversized football. The baby stared up at him in a blissful milk stupor.




“I just don’t get it,” Dawn complained. “I give up.”




“Some babies have a marked preference for position when they nurse,” he told her. “Gretel wanted to keep an eye on everything. Also, she didn’t launch an assault on me when I changed her diaper.”




They sat on the couch in the living room, and Dawn leaned against his other side. 




“He doesn’t like me,” she told him.




“I suspect he picks up on your nervousness,” Dmitri replied.




“He’s always happy with Angela and Hodgins, but if I pick him up, he starts crying,” she complained. 




“Well, we’ll get both of you acquainted, and it will be all right,” he said.




She put her head down on his leg.




“How come you’re so good at everything?” she asked.




After a moment of silence, he said, “I can’t afford to be bad.”




She raised herself on her elbows and looked up at him. He seemed sad, and it shook her.




“You’re not alone anymore, Dima,” she told him.




That got a smile. 




“No, I’m not,” he agreed.




She gave him a kiss, which he returned.




“Drink up, buddy,” she told the baby. “Then it’s bedtime for you.”




Once Michael Vincent had been put down and the baby monitor turned on, Dawn grabbed Dmitri for an old fashioned necking session. As he sat on the couch, she straddled him. She sat on his legs and drew her fingers down his cheek, enjoying that their eyes and lips were on the same level. She kissed him first, holding on to his tie.




“I know you said you wanted a couple of weeks to be romantic,” she said, nibbling on his lips, “but I figured that doesn’t have to exclude kissing.”




“On the contrary,” he said, barely smiling and kissing her back, “I consider kissing to be extremely romantic.”




She kissed him a little more deeply and felt his hand touch her waist. “How do you feel about hand holding?”




“Oh, absolutely vital to romance,” he answered.




She felt his fingers slowly push the hem of her top out of the way and shivered.




“You’re not cold, are you?” he asked.




“No,” she answered, kissing his cheek and then moving back to his ear.




“I’m glad to hear that,” he murmured.




She teased his earlobe as she felt his hand against the bare skin of her waist.




“So,” she said, drawing his earlobe between her lips and giving it a tiny nibble, “where does taking clothes off fall on the romantic versus sexual scale?”




“Well, it all depends on what,” he answered. 




Both his hands were on her waist, one under and one above her top. 




“If, for instance, it’s removing a glove in a coach,” he said, kissing the side of her throat, “that is terribly sexual and only partially romantic. However, if it’s removing a sock at a picnic, it’s more romantic than sexual.”




“I guess you don’t have a foot fetish then,” she said, smiling as she tilted her head a little further, to give him more access.




“Oh, I never said that,” he answered.




He kissed a slow line down her throat. She felt his hand slowly caress her side, from her back ribs to her hip. She relaxed under his hands, closing her eyes, and exhaling.




“You sure you want to wait so long?” she asked. 




“If only to tease you,” he said, smiling, “then yes.”




“So unfair,” she breathed.




“Unfair?” he asked, drawing his fingers along her bare skin. “That peach was unfair.”




“Peach?” she repeated, kissing him again.




“Mmm, yes, peach,” he answered. “The one you ate in front of me at the American embassy in The Hague?”




“Oh!” She blushed with the memory.




“Yes, ‘oh’,” he replied, kissing her back.




“What did you do?” she asked. “After you left.”




“What do you think I did?” he asked back. “I went up to my bedroom, closed and locked the door, and…took matters into my own hand.”




She grinned with delight.




“I thought that was a sin.”




He kissed her again, and they joined for a longer moment, trying each other.




“According to the church,” he said when they finally parted, “it is. But then, I’m old friends with that particular sin. In that case, I sinned three times that evening, thinking of you and that peach and many other times since then.”




She felt her cheeks grow hot.




“And what about you?” he asked. “Any sins you want to admit.”




“Well, I roomed with Sabrina,” she reminded him, “so it wasn’t as easy to sin. Not as much privacy.”




“There are ways,” he whispered in her ear.




She shivered.




“Sometimes, I would go into the bathroom and run the shower,” she admitted.




She flicked her tongue against his lips, and he responded with the same.




“And?” he asked.




“Think about you,” she continued. “About kissing you, about feeling you, and…touching you, and…tasting you.”




“And?” he prompted.




“And?” she asked him back. “I never thought it was a sin, touching myself the way I wanted you to touch me. Wondering if it would feel as good.”




“I promise you, whether or not it’s a sin, it will feel even better,” he murmured to her.




Pizza arrived, putting a stop to kissing for the time being, and Dawn introduced him to pepperoni and mushroom New York style with an exuberant amount of parmesan sprinkled over and a side of pickled peppers.




“Fork and knife?” he asked, opening a napkin and putting it on his lap.




She had to cover her mouth to keep from laughing out loud.




“Dima, you are now in America, and you will follow our heathen ways,” she explained.




She picked up a piece, folded it, and held it over her head so she could take a bit from the tip and pull the tendrils of melted cheese into her mouth. He watched, lips twitching.




“No wonder your cohort had so many stains on your clothing,” he remarked, taking the smallest slice he could find.




“Keep it up, bud,” she said. “I’ve got dipping sauce over here, and Angela told me the couch is stain-guarded.”




“Please, spare my poor wardrobe,” he said. “I only just found a decent drycleaner, and if I bring him a linen suit with pizza stains, he may disown me.”




“You’re the one who chose a white suit,” she said. “Are all Ruritanian diplomats insane or just you?”




“It’s how we deal with the heat,” he told her. “Linen is as cool a fabric as you’ll find, white linen is cooler yet. It’s after Easter, yet before…”




“Labor Day,” she supplied for him, “and that rule has been considered antique since we stopped burning coal in every house.”




“Yet, it is makes an elegant uniform for our diplomatic corps,” he concluded. “One only needs to be cautious around sauces and deranged girlfriends.”




She threw a piece of pepperoni at him, which he handily caught and ate.




“So this project,” he said, after they were finished and Dawn had turned on the TV.




There was a police drama on that neither of them were watching closely.




“Oh, right,” she said, and dragged her satchel over to her. “So, looking for an honest to goodness psychic, and we’re going to use these.”




She took out a deck of circular cards and handed them to him. The backs of the cards had a pattern of twining vines, leaves, and flowers. The fronts, however…




Dmitri held one and moved it towards and then away from his face. 




“I can’t read this,” he said. “My eyes can’t make any sense out of it.”




“Same for me,” she told him. “Same for anyone who isn’t a psychic. I did the artwork, and Willow enchanted them with a sixteenth century spell. They’re based off a pack that the Romanovs used to confirm Rasputin’s abilities. I actually want to re-do them, since I’d do them much better now, but there wasn’t any time.”




“I doubt the Romanov family has any memory of such a thing at this point,” he said.




She took a seat next to him and showed him the next several cards. There was a total of twenty-three.




“For psychics,” she said, “these are supposed to be coherent images they can see things in, impose their own interpretation. Some really strong psychics can actually be triggered by these. They’ll go into a trance and start prophesying. So, if anyone does respond, I need to make sure I can record what they say. It might be useful later.”




“And if you find this psychic?” Dima asked. 




“Well, I’m to evaluate them first,” Dawn said, “and send a report back to the Council. I may need to go in person. Then I—or one of the other members of the Council—will approach the person and see if they’re willing to work with us. The thing is, most real psychics aren’t exactly stable. So who knows if they’ll be able to make a decision.”




“And what about the board?” he asked, referring to the Queen Flavia University’s matriculation board. 




“They want updates as well,” Dawn told him. “They’re sending a pretty hefty chunk of money to the Council and offering advice on recruiting more watchers, but Giles is really wary of dragging people in without knowing them.”




That thought twigged another, though, which led in turn to several others, and she suddenly paused.




“Oh my god, I haven’t told you.”




“Told me what?” he asked, confused.




“I just…I can’t believe I haven’t told you,” she said. “About me. About what I am. About why I can do what I can do.”




He didn’t say anything but just waited.




She turned on the couch to face him. “Okay, first, I’m sorry. I should have told you first thing, it’s just I’m so used to you, I’m so comfortable with you, Dima, that I forget that you don’t know.”




“Don’t know what?” he asked.




“This is…this is going to take some willing suspension of disbelief on your part,” she told him. “But, I’m not…I didn’t start off as a person, as a girl.”




He only watched her, curious and confused.




She took a deep breath.




“Dima, I didn’t exist as a person until, well, six years ago for me, but not quite four years ago by the calendar,” she said. 




“What?” he asked, baffled. “What do you mean?”




“I’m a Key,” she told him.




“I have no idea what that means,” he replied.




“Right.” She steadied herself and thought through her explanation. “So, there used to be a lot of Keys in the universe. On their—I mean ‘our’. On our own, we just look like balls of energy, light. There used to be a lot of us, but not so much anymore, and I was just that, just a Key, just a big ball of glowy, pretty light—”




A look of comprehension washed over his face.




“What?” Dawn asked.




“When I used the serum of True Sight,” he said, “and I looked at you, I saw you—Dawn Summers—but I also saw the most beautiful golden and green light.”




“You did?” she asked, amazed.




He’d never said anything. Not once.




“I think that’s when I started to fall in love with you,” he said softly. “No, it was when I realized I was in love with you. You were the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I thought you were an angel.”




She smiled, tremulous, and ducked her head.




“Well,” she continued her story, “when a hell god by the name of Glorificus lost a struggle for power in her home hell dimension, her co-rulers, there were two of them, cast her out and then sealed her into the body of an infant. When the infant grew up, she could take control of his body, and she looked for a way home. Keys exist across multiple dimensions, uncountable alternate realities, at the same time. So, she started hunting a Key, so she could use it to get back to her home.”




“She started hunting you,” Dima said.




She nodded.




“I was still just a Key,” she told him. “I wasn’t a person. The monks of the Order of Dagon—”




“The monastery in the Czech Republic,” he said, again enlightened. 




“Yeah, they had been protecting me from her,” she said. “But when she closed in on them and they knew they couldn’t protect me anymore, they cast a spell. They sent me to the one person they thought could keep me safe from Glorificus—the Vampire Slayer—and to make sure that I fit in, and that Buffy was willing to protect me at all costs, they turned me…into me.”




He looked at her, speechless and amazed. 




“How?” he finally asked.




She shook her head. “I just…I don’t know. The whole thing has been coming up a lot lately. Jenny thinks that they tied their lives into the spell, knowing that Glorificus was going to kill them anyway. Willow says not even she could pull it off. Herr Chang…I asked him once, and he said that kind of spell only gets cast maybe once in an age, and I don’t think he was talking about an age of man. I think he was talking more like geological epochs.”




He reached out and touched her face.




“But…you’re real,” he said, and then he looked at her, worried.




“Oh, I’m real,” she agreed. “I’m as real as you can get. There are only a handful of spells that can look past what the monks did and see me either in my original form or see the world the way it was without me. That’s just it, Dima.”




“What?” he asked.




“The monks didn’t make me as a baby,” she explained. “They made me as a fourteen year old girl, Buffy’s little sister. And they put me in Sunnydale with her and our mom and Buffy’s friends and Giles.”




“But how could they do that without everyone knowing?” he asked.




She closed her eyes for a moment. “They rewrote everyone’s memories. Everyone’s. Every single person I’ve ever come into contact before that moment—teachers, parents, doctors, family, friends, everyone—all of their memories from before I existed as a girl were rewritten to include me.”




He stared at her, his mouth slightly open, stunned.




“In fact,” she took a deep breath, “it came up just a couple of weeks ago. Jenny—my Jenny—isn’t the original Jenny to this universe. The first Jenny Calendar was killed by Angelus when I was eleven. It was…oh, God, it was so horrible, Dima. Then, last year, this crazy guy cast a spell trying to summon Nemesis—which did show up, actually, but not like he expected—and when his spell went wrong, somehow it pulled the Jenny Calendar from another world into this one.”




He listened, amazed.




“How do you keep track of all this?” he asked.




“You with the nine hundred year old family and the personalized fairy tales?” she asked. “You’re asking me how I keep track of all this?”




“Well,” he said, shrugging his acknowledgement.




“Anyways, the spell is still active,” she continued. “It created memories for this Jenny, and made her believe that in her home universe, I was her daughter, and that she’d sacrificed herself instead of Buffy. We’re still not really sure what happened, but I think I’ve been to her original world, and there’s no me there. Well, Jenny realized some of the details didn’t match—like I’d been conceived twenty years ago, but I was only fourteen.”




“But…” he started. “Her memories of you were false? God, that poor woman.”




“I know,” she said. “So, it never seems to get less complicated. The more I understand exactly what the monks did, the more I have no idea how they did it. I know that the Doctor had to intervene very early on and send my dad away, because the spell was so fragile, he had to reduce the load on it so it didn’t fail. It’s why my dad disappeared when I was fourteen, and I didn’t see him again until this January.”




His gaze softened.




“Your poor father,” he murmured. “To have to leave you and your sister.”




She smiled at him, briefly. 




“It didn’t take Buffy and the others long to figure out what was going on,” she said. “And I stumbled across it when I made Spike take me to the magic shop Giles was running and went through some books Giles wouldn’t let me see.”




She showed him the inside of her left forearm where a thin, straight scar passed from her wrist to halfway to her elbow.




“When I found out, I…I didn’t handle it really well,” she admitted. “I thought, maybe I wasn’t real. I cut myself to see if my blood was real. Scared the hell out of Buffy and Mom.”




“I’m so sorry,” he whispered.




He took her arm and brought it to his lips and kissed the scar several times, as if he could heal it with his touch.




“You said Glorificus is dead,” he said, looking up at her.




She nodded. “The man she shared a body with, Ben, died. Giles killed him. So she died with him. And…I’m still me.”




“The spell didn’t end with Glorificus’s death?” he asked.




“No, that was four years ago,” she said. “Well, six from my point of view.”




“And you were never afraid the spell would break?” he asked.




“At the time, I was,” she said. “I was terrified it would. But, instead, Buffy died, and…I don’t know if that sealed the spell permanently or if the monks knew that putting me in this form was permanent. I don’t know.”




He leaned forward and kissed her, as tenderly as he’d done anything. When he broke the kiss, she looked up at him, tears shining in her eyes.




“You know that this doesn’t change anything, don’t you?” he asked. “I love you.”




She smiled, relieved and glad.




“And now,” she said, “I’m on this job. Honestly, the only reason I agreed was because I wanted to see you again. And, now you know. It’s not something to be shared with others, because there’s still a chance someone might want to use me like Glorificus did, but…I trust you, and you should know.”




“I’m sorry you’ve been through all of this,” he said.




She leaned into him, and he put his arms around her.




“I’m glad you know,” she said. “I mean, it has to stay a secret. Not even Sabrina knows, though I’ll probably tell her at some point. It’s just…”




“The consequences if someone used this knowledge against you,” he supplied, “would be horrendous.”




“As far as I know, Glorificus was the only one who could have torn down the walls between worlds using me,” Dawn said, “but I really don’t want anyone else giving it a try either.”




“I understand,” he murmured.




He kissed her, cupping her face, and she gave herself up to him.




A Shrimp Of A Deal



Lunch the next day was with Doctor Hodgins, as Dima had a prior engagement—something he warned was liable to happen quite a lot. Jack took her to the Jeffersonian’s cafe, which wasn’t bad at all, and then to the patio on the other side of the formal gardens. 




“Let’s see if he shows up,” Jack said, lining up several of the shrimp from the shrimp cocktail he’d bought.




“He who?” Dawn asked. 




“My bud,” Hodgins responded. “He comes and goes, but he’s been around lately, and when he is, we have a deal. Angela mentioned you want to talk to a crow king, so I’m helping as best I can.”




Dawn stirred her soup to cool it off and took a bite of her salad. It didn’t hold a candle to the food the previous day, but it was fine in and of itself. Hodgins watched the trees out beyond the institute, and when a black form broke off from a cluster of birds and flew straight towards them, he grinned.




“And here he comes,” he announced.




The bird, a crow large enough to be a raven, landed on the brick planter they sat next to and considered the offering. It made a noise halfway between a cluck and a gurgle at Hodgins and ate several of the shrimp, leaning its head back so it could gulp them down. Then it took to its wings and flew off, slaloming one way and then another.




“That’s a big crow,” Dawn observed.




“He’s been coming here for at least seven years,” Hodgins told her. “That’s as long as I’ve been here. Like I said, he’s not always here, but when he is, if I put out something good to eat, he’ll bring me something in trade.”




She glanced down at her food. 




“Do I have anything he’d want?”




Hodgins looked over her tray. “What kind of soup is that?” 




“Chicken tortilla.”




“Fish some of the chicken out and put it next to the shrimp,” he said. “We’ll see if he takes it.”




After five minutes or so, the crow reappeared and placed a corroded brass ring next to the shrimp. Hodgins picked it up and looked it over.




“Nice,” he announced. “Help yourself, mister.”




The crow began eating the remaining shrimp.




“He likes the shiny stuff,” Hodgins told her, “including the stuff that was shiny but isn’t anymore. He’s brought me everything from arcade tokens to costume jewelry to shell casings. This looks like a chain link, which considering where we are, could be anything from costume jewelry to an old brass lantern chain.”




The crow reached the chicken and gobbled it up. Then it cocked its head at Dawn and made a creaky, garbled sound.




“You’re welcome,” she told it.




It flapped its wings, and she saw a patch of white on its chest, just to the left of its breastbone.




“What’s that?” she asked.




“Don’t know,” Hodgins replied. “Could be congenital. He could be just a tad bit leucistic. Could be from an old injury. It isn’t new, since I saw it when I first met him.”




“How old do crows get?” she asked.




“In the wild, seven to eight years old,” he told her. “In captivity, some of them get up to thirty years old.”




“What do they die of?” she asked, watching the crow preen.




“Lots of things,” Hodgins said. “Disease like West Nile virus, predation from larger birds, accidents, humans, that sort of thing. They don’t starve if there are people around, so there’s that. They take good care of their babies, but it’s a tough world.”




“Yeah, tough old world,” Dawn agreed.




She spooned up another bit of chicken from her soup, and left it on the bricks for the crow. It toddled over after a moment, ate it, and toddled back, completely at ease around her.




“Don’t ever threaten or try to hurt a crow around here,” Hodgins warned her. “I swear this guy keeps tabs on everyone, and the couple of times someone tried something, he harassed them until they quit and went somewhere else. Happened with a security guard a few years ago. He threw a rock at a crow—not this one—and this one mobbed him every time he went outside after that.”




“How do you know it’s a he?” she asked.




“Uh, well, I don’t actually,” Hodgins admitted. “There’s very little sexual dimorphism in corvids. Males and females are close to the same size, same features. I’d have to look up his skirt, so to speak, and he’s never held still that long. It just seems rude.”




The crow, sitting just past arm’s reach, made an emphatic sound.




“See?” Hodgins said, pointing. “He agrees.”






There were, thankfully, several 3D scanners available at the Jeffersonian, so while the volunteers Angela had helped her round up were dutifully scanning cuneiform tablets, then placing them in vacuum seal bags with an attached RFID chip, Dawn was scanning skulls, one after the other, while considering the first reconstruction she would do.




It was a male African-American of approximately forty to forty-five years old with heavy wear on his teeth and evidence of several breaks in the facial bones as well as the metacarpals. As she was doing a physical reconstruction instead of a computer one, Angela had her print the skull on a 3D printer so she didn’t have to put clay on the original skull. Angela wasn’t around when the printed skull was done, and Dawn wanted to verify the figures she had for tissue depth. After a moment, she picked up the report, the preliminary drawing she’d done, and the printed skull and took them to Doctor Brennan’s office.




“Doctor Brennan?” she asked, knocking lightly on the doorframe. “Do you have a minute for a consult?”




“I do,” Doctor Brennan said, looking up from her computer. “Please, come in.”




Doctor Brennan’s affect seemed stilted and a little loud, but Buffy, Willow, and Jarod had all praised her to the heavens, so Dawn set her reservations aside, went in, and explained what she needed. Doctor Brennan took the papers and skull from her and began reviewing them.




“Before you begin your construction,” she said in that strangely flat voice of hers, “you should use some fine grit sandpaper to sand the print lines down, especially where they’ll be visible, like the teeth. I would recommend the entire skull, as the texture should be as close as possible to the original. Miss Montenegro specifically chose the stock plastic to match bone texture, but that would be defeated if you don’t prepare the surface.”




“Oh, of course,” Dawn said.




It would add at least two hours of prep time to her work, but then Ms. Masters, her art teacher had insisted on similar scruples.




“These numbers appear to be correct,” Doctor Brennan said, handing the papers back to her, “however, I would recommend thickening the tissue of the nose and the ears beyond what the tables indicate, as there are signs that this individual’s nose was broken more than once and the stapes, mallus, and incus of his right ear had clearly been damaged by concussive force. He may have had what is known colloquially as a cauliflower ear.”




Dawn found a pen and began scribbling notes on her paper.




“Concussive force?” she asked. “Like a grenade?”




“No, Miss Summers,” Brennan corrected her, “like a blow from a fist, which is consistent with a possible history of boxing or other martial art inferred from his metacarpal fractures.”




It took her a moment to absorb all that information. Honestly, the only other person she knew who loaded their sentences up with that much data was Herr Shang during a classroom lecture or Lee when he was annoyed.




“Cauliflower ear,” she repeated, writing it down. “Uh, two or more broken noses.”




She’d have to do research on what happened when a nose was broken and healed. She wondered why Angela hadn’t given her an easier skull, which was followed by the thought that maybe this was one of the easier ones.




“I reviewed your transcript, Miss Summers,” Doctor Brennan said.




“Oh?”




“I must admit that I am confused as to why you’re interning with the forensic anthropology department, considering how much stronger your linguistic skills are,” the doctor said. “While your art credentials are satisfactory for an undergraduate, you haven’t taken any classes in biology, anthropology, forensics, or criminal justice. Can you tell me why you’re here?”




Dawn’s eyes widened. The last thing she’d expected was to be questioned on the internship. Usually people saw that she went to Queen Flavia University and figured that explained everything.




“Ah, well, there are several reasons,” she said. “The first is that I’m working on real world applications to my art degree, and when the opportunity arose to study with Angela, I jumped at it. I’m also here, in part, because I’m a junior member of the organization my sister belongs to—the Council?”




Doctor Brennan nodded in understanding. 




“I find the name of the organization vague and uninformative,” she said, “but your sister and Miss Rosenburg were extremely capable when dealing with the investigation we were part of.”




There were so many walls of secrecy—of what Doctor Brennan knew but couldn’t share with Dawn, of what Buffy knew about Dawn, the Jeffersonian, and the Centre but couldn’t share, of what Dawn knew but couldn’t let Doctor Brennan know she knew—it made her a little dizzy. 




“Well, Giles—Rupert Giles—is the president of the Council,” she explained, “and he wants to build stronger ties with institutions like the Jefferson to draw upon in the future.”




“And this is a less formal way to do so?” Doctor Brennan added. “I believe I understand.”




“I also have a job I’m working on for the Council, here in DC,” she said, “on my off hours.”




“I’m sure you won’t allow your two sets of obligations to interfere with each other,” Doctor Brennan said.




“No, Doctor,” Dawn confirmed.




“Is there any other reason?” Brennan asked.




Dawn paused, tried to figure out a way around it, and gave up.




“My boyfriend just started a job here in DC,” she admitted. “I’m really looking forward to spending time with him.”




Doctor Brennan stared at her for a moment, unblinking.




“If I may ask, who is your boyfriend?”




“Rupert Alexander Wilhelm Dmitri, Graf von und zum Hentzau,” Dawn replied. “He’s a member of the Ruritanian embassy. He just graduated from Queen Flavia University.”




Doctor Brennan nodded.




“Thank you for telling me, Miss Summers,” she said. “While it’s not common, we are occasionally called upon to work on cases that involve sensitive material either for the United States or foreign states. I think it would be appropriate for you to review relevant ethics regarding relationships with members of foreign missions so there’s no confusion over what you can and cannot share with him.”




Dawn startled.




“Dima would never use his position in that way, Doctor Brennan,” she said. 




“I’m glad to hear that,” the doctor answered her, “but I think it’s best to avoid any appearance of impropriety. I’ll report the matter to Doctor Saroyan, and she will follow up with you.”




“Okay,” Dawn managed. “Uh, thank you for the consult.”




“You’re welcome,” Brennan said. “If you need further assistance, and Miss Montenegro is not available, you should check with my intern.”




“I will do that,” Dawn said. 




She went back to her desk, feeling like she’d been caught at the edge of a sandblaster and had gotten off lucky. That had probably been Doctor Brennan’s warm and fuzzy side.




She’d missed a call by Dima while she’d been out, so she called him back as she hunted up sandpaper and a breathing mask.




“Hey, what’s up?” she asked.




“Dawn, I am sorry, but I won’t be able to see you tonight,” he said. “Secundus has asked me to step in for him at an embassy dinner. I don’t feel as though I can turn him down, even on such short notice.”




“No, you should totally go,” Dawn answered. “Can you take a date? Do you want company?”




He didn’t answer immediately.




“You know, forget I asked,” she said. “I’m not really sure where boundaries are right now, and I don’t want to push you into anything.”




“No, no,” he said. “I was just thinking of how much I would enjoy your company, but…the annulment isn’t public knowledge yet, and I don’t want to introduce you to my coworkers in circumstances that might imply anything about you.”




“Like you’re cheating on Talia with me?” she asked.




“Exactly,” he said. “I’ll mention it to a particular coworker of mine tonight, and it will be known throughout the embassy by lunch tomorrow. In the meantime, while I very much do want to introduce you to Secundus and a few others, I need to do a little preparation with you beforehand, so you understand the different factions here.”




She sighed.




“Just when I thought my life might somehow get less complicated.”




“Perish the thought,” he said. “Lunch tomorrow?”




“The office is going out en masse,” she said, “and I would love to introduce you. Oh, and with any luck, I can introduce you to the crow Doctor Hodgin’s made friends with.”




“I look forward to it,” Dima answered.






That night, she took Angela with her to see her first psychic.




“You should talk to my psychic,” Angela said.




“You have a psychic?” Dawn asked. 




She didn’t expect Angela to be as rock hard a rationalist as Doctor Brennan was, but the thought of sensible Angela paying money to someone to rub crystals and sense vibrations seemed a little unbelievable.




“I do,” Angela answered. “Her name is Avalon, and she’s fantastic. Even Tempe has grudgingly admitted that Avalon has, let’s see, ‘a superior ability to infer conclusions from subconsciously gleaned data’.”




“Wow, that’s high praise,” Dawn said, still smarting a little from her earlier evaluation.




“Avalon did a cross-stitch of it,” Angela said. “Tempe even gave her permission to use it on her website.”




They arrived at the psychic’s and got out of Angela’s car. Dawn had taken care to dip back into her high school wardrobe—less and less of which she wore anymore. She had deliberately picked her more worn and out of date clothes to give the indication that she was a broke college student and printed a fairly decent fake Georgetown University ID that she’d clipped to her satchel. Angela had dressed to match her and given Dawn instructions on her makeup to make it look a little less sophisticated. Hodgins was at home with Michael Vincent, cataloguing a new moss collection he’d received.




“I don’t know,” Angela said, looking around. “This place seems kind of sketchy.”




They were in an old strip mall where half the stores were closed, and the other half housed an off-brand dollar store, a chiropractor, a military surplus, and the psychic. The front windows for the psychic’s shop had neon signs of a palm, the crescent moon, the zodiac sign for Virgo. There were pictures of Tarot cards and a poster of the aurora borealis.




“I think most of them are going to look like this,” Dawn said. “Everything I’ve read leads me to believe that a professional psychic who really has psychic powers doesn’t make much money at it. They tend to scare off their clients by telling them the truth.”




“Oof,” Angela said. “That’s why I don’t ask Avalon a lot of questions. She just tells me what I need to know.”




“Tell me more about her when we’re out?” Dawn asked. “And from here on, I’m Gullible Girl and you’re Skeptical Sue.”




“You got it.”




The interior of the psychic’s shop was shopworn but clean. The walls were covered with posters of mystical images and artwork, and there were several shelves of merchandise, including books about connecting with past lives and alternate souls, finding soulmates, drawing on one’s crystal angel, and other things that made Dawn shake her head with wonder.




She’d seen Giles get into an argument with a California hippy-dippy faith healer about the vibrational attunement of different crystals when he’d run the Magic Box. Anya had to drag him to the back room and come back out and apologize before she could sell the woman over three hundred dollars worth of crystal specimens that couldn’t have healed a hamster if they’d been bombarded with kryptonite.




Most of the magic-users she’d been around—both Jennies, Willow, Spike, Giles, Amy, and all the others—had avoided the New Agers like astronauts avoided UFO aficionados. For some reason, it hadn’t come up at college. Now she wondered if there were any psychics in Strelsau. There were a few tools that showed up in both camps—Tarot, for one—but they were used in entirely different manners. Spike was the only one who’d shown any affection for them, and that was strictly because, he’d told her, the New Agey crowd often went for vegetarianism or veganism, and as a consequence, tasted better.




After a few minutes, the proprietress came out, wearing a sweeping black velvet robe dotted with crystals over gauzy layers of silk in rainbow colors. Angela made a little noise in the back of her throat.




“I am Lady Esbosheth,” the woman greeted them. “How may I aid your journey?”




Angela looked at the psychic and then back to Dawn.




“She’s all yours, kiddo,” she said, her voice rich with scepticism. 




“I’m, um, I’m looking for a reading? Maybe?” Dawn said, pitching her voice to what she remembered of Harmony’s speech patterns. “I’ve got these problems, and I was hoping I could get some guidance?”




Lady Esbosheth nodded in compassionate understanding. 




“I sense deep turmoil in your aura,” she admitted. “It is a problem with your parents? Your mother?”




Dawn faked an amazed gasp. A college student who had problems with her parents.




“And,” Lady Esbosheth said, cocking her head a little, “perhaps a boyfriend or lover she is not too fond of?”




She’d borrowed Hodgin’s college ring and had it on a chain around her neck.




“I knew you could help,” Dawn said, and turned to Angela. “See? I knew she could help.”




“Baby, anyone could look at you and see your mom’s been down on you,” Angela answered. “And if she’d waited thirty seconds, you would have spilled your guts about Tommy anyways.”




Lady Esbosheth nodded in generous confirmation.




“It’s true that if I wait long enough, my clients often tell me everything my senses have already informed me of,” she said. “And I find most people are more comfortable that way. People are often uncomfortable being reminded of my second sight.”




Oh, she’d found a doozy.




“Won’t you enter my sanctum?” Lady Esbosheth said, extended a hand in the direction of the curtain draped doorway.




“How much?” Angela asked, crossing her arms.




“Angela, don’t be rude,” Dawn whispered, feigning mortification.




“No,” Angela said, holding up her hand, “powers or no powers, we’ve all got to eat, which means Lady Esbosheth is going to charge you money for untwisting your aura or whatever it is she does. So, we find out her price before we go in.”




Lady Esbosheth’s smile had a bit of an edge. Dawn imagined it was easier to get the prices she wanted once everyone was comfortably ensconced at her table.




“A minor reading costs fifty dollars and can usually give me enough information to answer your most pressing questions,” she explained.




Somehow, Dawn figured that Esbosheth just wouldn’t be able to pick up enough to give definitive answers and would need to do a deeper reading. 




“But, what if I need to know about both my mom and Tommy?” she asked.




“In that case, an in depth reading would be eighty dollars,” Esbosheth explained. “And if there is a blockage or I must call upon my spirit guide I ask one hundred dollars.”




The woman was not shy.




“I’ve only got seventy,” Dawn said, glancing back at Angela.




Angela sighed and rolled her eyes.




“Okay, if it comes to that, I’ll spot you ten,” Angela told her, and then she pointed at Lady Esbosheth. “But no spirit guides and no blockages, okay? Kid hasn’t had a blocked day in her life.”




“I’m sure you’re right,” Lady Esbosheth said, smiling.




She led them back through the doorway to a room on the left hand side, one lit by electric candles and a lava lamp. Dawn imagined that the shop had originally been a hair salon or maybe a massage parlor, that it was set up with several little rooms or offices. Probably in better times, there had been several psychics plying their trade, but just then, it was down to Esbosheth.




Dawn gravely took her fake wallet out of her satchel and took out the seventy she had, making sure Esbosheth had the chance to see she had only one credit card and security card for either a dorm room or a gym. 




Esbosheth made the cash disappear and then settled down on her side of the table where her cards and crystals were lined up. She shuffled her deck of Tarot cards, a version of the standard Rider-Waite Tarot where the people had been replaced by different animals. Dawn disliked it on sight.




“Pick one,” the psychic said.




Dawn picked a card at random, pulled it out and turned it over.




It was The Star, the seventeenth card of the major arcana, and what had been a woman in the original Rider-Waite was now a female anthropomorphic arctic fox. She blinked, because Tara had always used the Star as her significator when she’d taught Dawn how to read cards, and it was probably the closest approximation to her Keyness.




Esbosheth dealt out the remaining cards of a standard horseshoe reading. She paused every now and then to stroke a crystal. 




“Well, Dawn, I can tell you just from glancing,” the psychic said, “that your mother loves you very much. She just hasn’t been able to tell you for some time. And your father…your father is distant. He’s been that way for even longer, but I can see here that you’ve begun to bridge that gap, that you’re growing closer. You have to remember that you parents are human, just like you, and sometimes, they make mistakes. Sometimes, things in their lives get in the way of letting you know just how much they love you.”




“Okay,” Dawn said, nodding along. “What about my—”




“Hmm,” Esbosheth said, considering the next card. “Someone close to you has been very sick, but you didn’t have to worry. They’re recovering. You recently finished the first step of a large endeavor—college, most likely—and you did very well.”




She glanced up and smiled. 




“I think Angela may be right,” she said. “I doubt you’ve ever been blocked in your life.”




Dawn considered the cards and found that Esbosheth was reading them correctly. The three and nine of staves with the nine reversed followed by the three of pentacles had a large number of possible interpretations based on their positions, but that was well within their parameters. She wasn’t making things up.




“You’ve just started a job,” Esbostheth said, pointing at the two of pentacles. “More than one?”




She paused and rubbed a bit of rose quartz. 




“There’s danger,” she said, “from an unseen quarter. Physical danger. There’s also turmoil in your romantic relationship ahead. And…”




Esbosheth flinched and rubbed her temple.




“I’m sorry, I just got the worst headache,” she said, her measured tone fading into a clear New Jersey accent.




Dawn and Angela exchanged a significant look. 




“Lady Esbosheth, would you mind looking at these cards?” she asked. “My grandmother swore by them. She said they were better than Tarot.”




She took out the cards she’d shown Dima and put them on the table. The psychic glanced down at them and turned the first one over. She winced.




“What is this?” she asked. “I can’t even…this doesn’t make any kind of sense. I think maybe your grandmother was smoking something.”




She pushed the cards back at Dawn and then reached into the cabinet behind her and brought the money out as well.




“Here,” she said. “I’m sorry. I can’t help you. I’m going to have to close up for the night. You go on home, Dawn, okay? Call your mom and your dad and tell them you love them. If your boyfriend pulls any shady stuff, call him on it. If he doesn’t straighten out, dump him. Okay? That’s the best advice I can give you.”




Astonished, Dawn took the cards and the money, tucked it into her satchel, and she and Angela got up and left. 




“Was that even on the list of possibilities?” Angela asked as they reached the door.




“I don’t even know what that was,” Dawn said. “She couldn’t read the test cards, but everything she said during her own reading was accurate.”




Did that count as psychic or random chance or just a good cold read? She was starting to get a headache as well.






“So, that was the weird thing,” she finished explaining to Jenny. “What do you think?”




“I think we need more data,” Jenny said. “She might have been very weakly psychic, it could have been a good cold read, or…it might have something to do with you being a Key.”




“Really?” Dawn asked. 




“You’ve never sought out a psychic before, have you?” Jenny asked. “Not a real one, but someone using the tools and the setup.”




“I’ve never had any reason,” she said. “Even after Mom died and I went looking for help, I ended up at a necromancer, not a psychic.”




Jenny inhaled and exhaled.




“Wow,” she said. “I guess the original Jenny of this world didn’t have a chance to sit you, Buffy, and everyone else down and explain what an incredibly bad idea it is to chase after a deceased loved one.”




“No,” Dawn said, marveling that this was the second time in two days she’d been reminded of the first Jenny Calendar and her untimely death. “Jenny was…she was the first person we ever lost, so, no.”




“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” her Jenny said. “And so we don’t have to go in depth on this topic, just please remember that it is never a good idea to seek out a loved one after they die. It never ends well.”




“We got Buffy back,” Dawn said softly.




“Yes, and Willow very nearly destroyed the world, Buffy’s resurrection probably drew the First Evil into Sunnydale, and Buffy suffered enormously for at least a year after her resurrection,” Jenny reminded her. “Not that I would ever wish her loss on you or anyone else, but there may still be consequences to Willow’s choice.”




“I guess you’re right,” Dawn conceded. “I’m just really glad to have Buffy.”




“I know, sweetheart,” Jenny told her. “Now tell me about your other work.”




Dawn went on to describe first the reconstruction she was doing and then mentioned the cuneiform project.




“You’re scanning in all those tablets?” Jenny asked, a strong note of worry in her voice.




“Uh huh,” Dawn confirmed. “The volunteers got more than three hundred scanned in today. If they keep it up, they’ll have the entire collection scanned before the month is out.”




“Okay,” Jenny said. “Hang on just a moment.”




Jenny covered the mouthpiece, and there was some sort of conversation between her and Giles. Then Giles came on the line.




“Hello, Dawn,” he said. “All’s well, I trust?”




“Very,” she answered.




“Are the contents of the tablets you’re scanning available for your review?” he asked. “Do you know what subject matter they cover?”




“Well, there are all the typed up slips of paper,” she said, “but that was done a couple of decades ago, and it’s not on any computer system.”




“Can you put a pause on scanning the tablets and review the slips first?” he asked. 




“Why?” Dawn asked, puzzled.




“Well, you were still quite young when it happened,” he said. “It was the first year after you and Buffy had moved to Sunnydale, but there was an instance when scanning a text actually released a demon trapped in the pages.”




“Giles,” Dawn cried, “that was an eldritch tome! These are cuneiform tablets! They’re totally different!”




“And if you knew none of the tablets held anything of a religious, ceremonial, or magical topic, I would rest easy,” he said. “Do you?”




“Not for sure,” she admitted, “but cuneiform tablets were used for practice. At least these were never fired, which means they were almost certainly written by students for practice. They usually copied poetry. If not that, then it was a merchant or a shopkeeper or a lawyer. The ceremonial stuff was either fired ceramics or it was carved into stone.”




“I agree,” Giles said, “but on the off chance something dangerous snuck in, could you review the slips first?”




“There are ten thousand of them!” she wailed. “I’ll never get them finished.”




There was a scuffle of sound, and Jenny picked up the phone again.




“Hon, this is right up Guardian’s alley,” she said. “Sorting and collating information?”




“I’ll ask him,” Dawn said, dubious. “Do you think he has access to the Jeffersonian’s network? Their security is pretty good.”




“Honey, the only things it doesn’t have access to is horse and buggy stuff,” she answered. “If it’s connected to the Internet, Guardian is there.”




“Okay,” Dawn sighed. “I’ll check with him before I go to bed.”




The whole compartmentalization of information was starting to get to her. For instance, Guardian’s existence was known only to the core members of the Council—Watchers and senior Slayers. She didn’t have permission to share his existence with Dmitri, the matriculation board, or any of her cohort. Meanwhile, no one at the Jeffersonian knew about vampires, though they were familiar with what the Centre had been up to, something Dawn remained ignorant of. But Doctor Hodgins had received one of Chataigne’s chestnuts at the Christmas party and was growing it at his desk. H knew it as an as-yet-undescribed species of chestnut tree but wasn’t completely familiar with the idea of the dryad. At the same, Agents DiNozzo and David from NCIS knew about vampires, as did Gibbs. So did SSA Hotchner of the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit, but Agent Booth, also of the FBI didn’t. And she wasn’t supposed to tell any of them unless it was an emergency or Giles asked her to.




She had a lot of sympathy for Lady Esbosheth and her headache.






Dima was waiting for her and the others in the public entry to the Jeffersonian Institute with a tall and impressive man.




“Doctor Goodman!” Angela said. “What are you doing here?”




“Well, it is my institution,” the man answered, smiling. “I wanted to greet Mr. Hentzau. He just became a lifetime member of the Jeffersonian and made a substantial contribution on behalf of the Ruritanian embassy.”




“We were very pleased with the Ötzi exhibition,” Dima said. “I brought it up to His Excellency, who agreed that we should support similar endeavors.”




“Please consider Mr. Hentzau a VIP,” Dr. Goodman said. “With the attention and access that implies.”




“You know we will,” Doctor Saroyan said graciously. “As a matter of fact, Mr. Hentzau is joining us for lunch.”




“Dmitri, please,” Dima said. “As you are all Dawn’s coworkers, I’m sure we’ll get to know one another.”




Mr. Goodman gave him a surprised glance and then looked at Dawn.




“Doctor Goodman,” Angela said, “may I introduce Dawn Summers. She’s my intern for the summer. She’s working on her Bachelor’s degree at Queen Flavia University.”




“Queen Flavia?” he asked, his eyebrows going up. He extended his hand to Dawn for a shake, which she took. “I’ve heard nothing but good things about their graduates. I’m very glad you’ve joined us, even for a limited time.”




“Doctor Goodman is the head of the institute,” Angela informed her, “and he used to be in charge of the Anthropology department, including the forensic anthropology lab.”




“It’s very nice to meet you,” Dawn said. 




They ended up walking over to the Royal Diner where the waitresses shoved several tables together in the back. Angela kept her head up and looked around while they ordered.




“You should try a burger,” Dawn told Dima.




“Is this another dish where I’m not allowed to use silverware?” he asked.




“You need the practice,” she said.




“I need some spare suits,” he answered and looked up at the waitress. “Yes, a burger, please.”




The waitress kept waiting until Dawn filled in for him.




“Cheddar cheeseburger, all the toppings, mayo, ketchup, and mustard on the side,” she said. “With fries and a coke. Same for me.”




The waitress nodded and moved on.




“Who are you looking for, Angie?” Jack asked his wife. 




“Dad’s in town,” she said. “He said he might show up.”




“Oh ho ho,” Jack crowed. “Dmitri, do you know who her dad is?”




Dawn had already mentioned to Angela that Dima, Sabrina, Cole, and Lee had played together in a band, and Dima played lead guitar, and she accepted that anything she told Angela would be relayed unfiltered to Hodgins.




“I’m afraid I have no idea,” Dima answered, curious.




“Billy Gibbons,” Jack said.




Dima paused.




“The Billy Gibbons?” he asked.




“The one and only,” Jack answered.




“Oh, boy,” Angela muttered. “Here we go.”




“Who’s Billy Gibbons?” Dawn asked, puzzled.




Jack pointed at Dima. “If he can’t tell you, he doesn’t deserve the guitar he plays.”




“Ah, he’s the, ah, he’s the guitarist and lead vocalist for ZZ Top,” Dima said, a little wide eyed. “Is he really your father, Angela.”




“Yes,” Angela admitted. “Please tell me you’re not going to go all fan boy on him. Please?”




“ZZ Top?” Dawn asked. “Wait, they’re the guys with the beards.”




“Oh, for shame, little girl!” Jack said. “Dmitri, you cannot date this girl unless she learns this most sacred topic backward and forward.”




“She has enough on her mind, thank you,” Dima answered. “Is he really?”




That was back to Angela, who took a sip of her cherry cola.




“Yes, Dima,” she said. “He really, really is.”




Dawn watched as Dima fiddled with his napkin and then his silverware and then his glass.




“Oh my god,” she said, realization dawning on her. “You really are going fanboy over him.”




“He was my father’s favorite guitarist,” Dima told her, keeping his voice low. “And one of mine. I must have, oh, well over a hundred recordings of his. He opened for Jimi Hendrix. He’s one of the seminal blues-rock musicians and composers, one of the—in my opinion—top twenty guitarists of the last fifty years.”




Dawn blinked, amazed. She’d never seen him so enraptured over something.




“That’s mighty kind of you to say so, son,” a gravelly voice said.




A hand clamped down on Dima’s shoulder, and the man who owned it pushed a chair between Dima and Jack. He had a beard down to the bottom of his sternum, a black beret with fuzzy little nubs, and wore a pair of dark sunglasses. Dima sprang to his feet and offered his hand.




“Sir, Mister Gibbons, it’s a real pleasure,” he said, his face lit up with delight.




Gibbons gave him a hand shake and clap on the arm before sitting. Trying hard not to laugh, Dawn looked over at Angela, who waved her off with a gesture. She must have been used to people completely losing their cool over her dad.




“Baby girl, how’s life treating you?” he asked Angela.




“Good,” she said, reclaiming her smile. “I have an intern this summer and might actually get a little caught up on the backlog.”




She pointed at Dawn.




“Hi,” Dawn said.




Dima leaned back to Gibbons could see her. 




“Nice to meet you, sweetheart,” he said. “I know my girl will take good care of her.”




“She’s also babysitting Michael Vincent,” Angela said. “Which Dmitri is helping her with, so please be nice to both of them.”




“Oh, you are?” Gibbons asked. “And what’s your impression of my grandson?”




“That he has better aim with less effort than most sharpshooters I’ve ever met,” Dima answered. “I had to explain the circumstances when I dropped my vest off at my dry cleaners. They were most amused.”




Gibbons laughed and clapped his hands.




“He got me the same way before I wised up,” he admitted. “Having only raised my baby girl here, I was unprepared for the attack.”




Food began to arrive, and conversation broke into pairs and trios, occasionally recollecting the entire group as some asked for opinions or for confirmation. Dawn watched Dima as he managed his burger—cheating by cutting it in quarters first—and chatted with Angela, Booth, and Doctor Saroyan. At one point, she took his hand and gave it a squeeze. He looked over, smiling, his face transformed by the relaxed delight there. He brought her fingers up to his lips and kissed them before turning back to the question Doctor Saroyan had asked.




“Are you progressing in your projects, Miss Summers?” Doctor Brennan asked.




“Dawn, please,” she asked. “And, yes, though I had to do a little reprioritizing of the cuneiform and get all the paper labels scanned in first.”




“Dawn,” Brennan repeated. “Do you believe you’ll be able to complete the recataloging of the tablets for Doctor Sayad before you leave.”




“I think so,” Dawn said. “So long as the volunteers can devote their time to it. I did notice that many of the initial translations were…not very good. I may end up having to retranslate a lot of it.”




“You’re familiar with Assyrian?” Brennan asked, surprised.




Dawn nodded. “I pick up languages quickly, and I had some exposure to it this last semester.”




“Be sure to document what you do,” Brennan said. “There’s no reason that you shouldn’t take credit for your work if you do end up re-translating a substantial portion of the cuneiform. You’ll need a co-sponsor, but if Doctor Sayad isn’t interested, I can suggest other authorities.”




“I-I’ll do that,” Dawn said, startled. “Thank you.”




“That is the purpose of internships, Dawn,” Doctor Brennan told her. “To introduce you to the professional and academic fields of your interest, give you the opportunity to make a contribution, and give credit where credit is due.”




Dawn ducked her head, gratified.




“Stevie Ray Vaughan,” she heard Billy Gibbons tell Dima. “Sweetest man I ever met, God rest his soul.”




“I know the name,” Dima said, “but I’m afraid I’m not familiar with his work. Ruritania is far behind the times, and this is only my second time in the United States.”




“Now that’s something that should be rectified,” Gibbons said. “Listen to his stuff. Start with Texas Flood, then come back and tell me what you think.”




“Certainly!” Dima said. 




“Baby girl,” Gibbons said, turning to his daughter, “I like your new people. I’ll catch you later.”




He got up, bent over the table, and gave her a kiss on the cheek.




“Are you coming over this weekend?” she asked.




“Early,” he said. “Got a couple of workshops and a gig while I’m here.”




Dawn could almost feel Dima vibrate with interest.




“Catch you later, son,” Gibbons said, giving him a nod.




“I look forward to it, sir,” Dima answered.




Once he was gone, Dima looked back at Dawn, his smile absolutely dazzling. She cupped his cheek with her hand and gave him a kiss.




“I love you,” she said, grateful that she’d seen him so happy.




“Hey,” Booth called. “Cut that out, you two. Give people ideas.”




“Intense emotional bonding is an appropriate activity at the beginning of a romantic and sexual relationship,” Brennan said. “I see nothing untoward or excessive about their behavior.”




“Thank you, Doctor Brennan,” Dima said gravely. “I appreciate your defense.”






That evening, Dima picked her up and brought her to his apartment. His apartment building, to be more accurate.




“My family has owned it since the 1930s,” he explained, “when it became a habit to send each of the newly adult children to serve with the embassy for two or three years.” 




“Why rent when you can own?” she asked.




“That’s the general idea,” he said. “But there’s been a great deal of difficulty with the property management company. When I arrived and made my presence known to the tenants, I was bombarded with everything from complaints about noisy neighbors to maintenance requests that had gone unfinished for months. In the time since my parents death, the company was supposed to handle all the issues with the property, but I’ve found instead that they have been prodigal and negligent.”




He sighed and shook his head.




“Did you get rid of them?” she asked.




“No,” he answered. “Currently, I’m working around them as best I can, because I’m convinced their behavior rises to the level of fraud, and I’m still trying to decide how best to deal with it.”




“You could sue them,” she suggested.




“If it were Ruritania, I’d already have sued them,” he said. “But court cases in the US take an extraordinary amount of time and money, and I’d be no better off. I’m considering purchasing them through an intermediary.”




“Why?” she asked.




“Because it would give me the right to take immediate physical possession of all the company’s property, including all physical and electronic records,” he said, smiling wolfishly. “I could then determine which individuals were responsible for unapproved rent hikes, maintenance that was paid for and never completed, and what may be out and out embezzlement. From there, I can insist on criminal charges, perhaps even jail time.”




“Can you afford it?” she asked. “I know your family’s holdings took a hit when the annulment went through.”




He glanced at her. 




“I should probably explain a little more about my family’s finances,” he said. “And I will sit down with you at some point with the numbers, but suffice it to say, Dawn, that while I am determined to recoup my family’s losses over the next ten years or so, the resources at my disposal are several magnitudes greater than anything you’re used to dealing with. Purchasing a small property management company—with every intention of turning it around and making it a profitable venture—is not any manner of strain.”




She stared at him for a moment.




“What kind of scale are we talking about?” she asked.




“My family has been fairly small for the last several generations,” he said, “while our interests have done exceedingly well. It’s one of the reasons the Romanovs were so interested in the betrothal my parents offered.”




He glanced back at her.




“Our total assets are valued between twelve and fourteen billion dollars, depending on market valuation, currency fluctuations, and similar issues,” he said. “Be aware, the vast majority of that is not at all liquid, and much of it is valued as highly as it is because of the social cache of my family’s history and reputation.”




She made vowel noises for a moment and then shut her mouth.




“That’s terrifying,” she finally managed.




“And it’s not something you should discuss with anyone else,” he added, “as even M is not aware of all my family’s holdings, and most of the other notable families in Ruritania underestimate our resources by a significant amount.”




“Okay,” she said. “Why are you telling me this?”




He glanced at her again, bringing them into the fenced in parking lot for the apartment building. 




“Because,” he said, “alongside Hobard and in a different way than M, you are the closest ally I have. There may be a point where I ask you to deal with matters on my behalf. I don’t expect it anytime soon, but I want you to be aware and mentally prepared.”




“That’s terrifying,” she repeated.




“And that is why I’m convinced I can trust you,” he answered, parking the car.




The parking lot had recently been repaved, and half of it had been turned into an asphalt basketball court with newly installed lighting and benches. Dima got out, and Dawn followed suit. The building he owned was a ten story apartment building with the bottom floor leased out to various businesses. However, only three of the eight spaces were taken. 




“I’ve spoken with several of the tenants,” he said, noticing her gaze. “The management company has had a habit of increasing rent drastically to push businesses out in the hopes of attracting more lucrative tenants. It’s deplorable, but the only answer I could get from them was ‘adjustment to market conditions’. Meanwhile, the conditions of the grounds and amenities meant that very few new businesses have been attracted, especially when the adjacent properties are in better shape.”




“What’s the point of trying to embezzle when you’re causing the property to lose money?” Dawn asked, mystified.




“Perhaps they’re thieves because they’re such poor managers,” he suggested.




He led her out of the parking lot, opening and closing the pedestrian gate with an unpleasant clang. 




“I’ll be installing covers for the parking with solar panels,” he said. “Do you know, it’s more of an ordeal, getting building permits and negotiating the electric company over adding solar panels to the building than it is in Ruritania? Even in Strelsau?”




“I can believe it,” Dawn said. “But I don’t really know anything about local politics.”




“Well, I’m learning,” he said, “and it’s at least as bad as Strelsau.”




He led her around the building to the back where a playground stood. It was clear he’d had work started on it as well, and there were a score of children and a handful of parents standing around. Several of the children stopped what they were doing and waved.




“Hi, Mr. Hentzau!” one of them called. 




“Good evening,” he called back. 




The parents waved as well, and Hentzau unlocked the backdoor into the building with a keyfob. 




“They seem to like you,” she said.




“I’m trying to get to know everyone in the building, but it’s a challenge,” he said. “There are eighty apartments, aside from the two penthouses, and nearly all of them have families. Some of the parents work two jobs each, so I rarely see them. Instead, I’m dealing with a grandparent or an older sibling or an aunt or uncle.”




Inside, again, it was clear the building hadn’t been updated in some time, and that Dima had already begun to bring workers in to do the necessary work. The linoleum was dingy. The mailboxes had clearly seen better days, and the walls had scuff marks and stains. She checked his expression, and he looked angry.




“I’ve already had to commit three evictions,” he said. “Not for lack of rent payment but because the tenants abused the property. The culture here is significantly different than at home. At Zenda, for instance, families often rent the same home for decades, even if individuals come and go. There’s an incentive to take care of it. Here, I was shocked to find that most of my tenants are gone in five years or less. Why should they treat their surroundings well if they’ll be gone in such a short time?”




“I think you’ll find that most people prefer to take care of their homes,” Dawn told him. “It’s just that some can’t, because of poverty, and there’s a small number who won’t, because they’re jerks.”




“Oh, yes,” he said. “I feel like I’ve met them all the past two weeks.”




They took the elevator to the top floor with two other people, middle aged women who nodded at Hentzau and said hello to Dawn. A teenage boy also got on from the second floor, gave Hentzau an up-nod of the head.




“Hey, man.”




“Good evening, Michael,” Dima said. “How is your mother?”




“She’s better,” he said. “Still waiting to get her walker.”




“If she hasn’t received it by Saturday, please let me know,” Dima answered.




The kid nodded. “Thanks, man.”




When the elevator stopped on the fifth floor, Michael started to leave, but Dima cleared his throat loudly. The boy sheepishly let the shorter of the two women off first.




“See you,” he said.




“And you,” Dima replied.




After the door closed, the other woman looked up at him. 




“You whup him, Mr. Hentzau?” she asked. “He’s been good as gold since the other day. Helped me carry my groceries in.”




“I’m glad to hear it,” Dima answered. “And no, I didn’t whup him. I only dragged him back to his home and introduced myself to his mother. What she did with him, I’m glad to say, I don’t know.”




The woman chuckled and then gave Dawn a significant look.




“Mrs. Washington, may I introduce Dawn Summers?” he asked. “Dawn, Mrs. Washington is one of the few long term residents here. She lived here when my father first served at the embassy.”




“Met him and your mother back then,” Mrs. Washington supplied. “I did like them, once they got all that other business sorted out.”




The elevator stopped again, this time on the eighth floor.




“It’s nice to meet you,” Dawn said.




“And you, honey,” the woman nodded.




When they reached the tenth floor and stepped out, Dima took his keys out again.




“Mind the cat,” he sighed.




“When did you get a cat?” Dawn asked, startled.




“Talia got it for me for my graduation,” he said, unlocking the door and cautiously opening it a crack. “It’s a savannah cat, and I haven’t been able to find a proper home for it. It’s only just begun to tolerate me, and if it gets out, it takes a while to chase it back in.”




He went in, stomping loudly, and as soon as Dawn scooted in, closed the door behind her.




“Uh, nice place,” Dawn said, looking around. 




“Well, it’s not Var Hentzau, but I’ll manage,” he answered.




The first thing she noticed was that the decor, though elegant and understated, had elements that dated it, probably to when Dima’s father had first lived there, more than twenty-five years previously. The second thing was that there were stacks of boxes waiting to be unpacked—Dima’s belongings—and he hadn’t made much of a dent in them. The third thing was that, while tidy, the place hadn’t been thoroughly cleaned in a while. There was a lot of dust—not just on the shelves and tables, but on the floor as well.




“You haven’t had anyone clean the place?” she asked.




“Well, that brings me to the dilemma I’m in,” he answered, dropping off his own briefcase and keys at the hallway console. “I don’t have any personal staff here in DC, and I won’t until Hobard joins me at the end of the summer.”




“Where’s Hobard?” she asked.




“Spending some well deserved time with his family,” Dima answered. “It’s his first real vacation in five years, and it’s been agreed upon for the last year. I’ll simply have to manage without him.”




“Okay,” she said, “but can’t you hire someone in the meantime?”




“And here is where I encounter the difficulties,” he said. “I cannot simply bring a stranger for hire into my home, Dawn. In Hentzau, my family’s staff has generations long associations with us. Their children are often educated alongside us, and they are trained from their teen years to understand what the family and the legacy require. Hobard is much more than a simple valet. He’s my blood brother, my bodyguard, my confidante, and in some instances my doctor. There simply isn’t anyone in DC or the United States I can just hire who would fill his shoes or any of my other staff members.”




“Dima, they have background checks,” she said, “and no, you’re not going to find anyone as devoted as Hobard and his family, or Finnegan or Farber, but you’ll survive with some well vetted part time help.”




He sighed. 




“I’m afraid you aren’t familiar with the depth of family competition or the vendetta Tsar Nicholas holds for me now,” he said. “There simply isn’t a way to ensure that the most highly recommended staff hasn’t already been compromised. My life and the lives of my family depend on my staff. There’s a reason Hobard’s salary is ten times what I spent on you and all the members of your cohort put together.”




Which, considering she had a vague idea of how much money he’d spent just on her and Sabrina, meant Gehring was pulling down a seven figure salary.




“Okay, that’s one horn of your dilemma,” she said. “What’s the other?”




He sighed again.




“I thought I could manage until Hobard got here, but I find I am woefully unprepared,” he admitted.




“You’re single,” she said. “It can’t be that hard.”




She followed him into the kitchen. Everything there was clean and put away, but she noticed there were smoke stains on the wall behind the stove. Curious, she checked in the refrigerator. It was empty except a half full plastic carton of milk that had gone bad, a box of butter sticks, one of which had been opened, a heel of bread, and several sausages, none of which had been wrapped.




“You said you’ve been here two weeks,” she said.




“Just over a week and a half,” he said.




“How can you possibly have milk go bad in a week and a half?” she asked.




“Because in Var Hentzau, we store the milk in a crock on the counter,” he said. “What I apparently didn’t realize is that the crock sat in a dish of ice water.”




She chuckled. “Okay, so when the milk is dead, we don’t keep the milk. The rest we can deal with later.”




She brought out the carton, cracked the lid over the sink and after turning her face away from the smell, poured it down the drain. Then she ran some hot water.




“That,” he said. “Why did you do that?”




“What?” she asked.




“The hot water?” he asked.




“Because you add water to flush whatever it is down the pipes, and if it’s hot, it dissolves whatever might be going along for the ride better than cold. If it’s hot enough, it can sterilize the odor-causing bacteria,” she explained. 




Beginning to get an idea of the scope of the problem, she checked the glass cupboard and found half of the glasses were spotted with bits of food and less than crystal clear. So, she checked the dishwasher. For a three decade old appliance, it was in good shape.




“So, if your washer’s this old,” she said, “you have to rinse your dishes before you put them in, and you have to be really careful not to overload. You might just want to something newer and more robust.”




“I have to wash my dishes before I wash my dishes?” he asked.




“Oh, wow,” she said, laughing, “have you got a lot to learn. Didn’t your parents make you do chores?”




“Of course they did,” he answered, more than a little frustrated. “You’ll note my bedroom is completely picked up. I can muck out a stable, weed a garden, and stack hay bales with the best of them, but in the house, I was shooed out of the kitchen and told to keep out of the way of the staff as they did their jobs. Much of this is completely unknown to me. When we were in Saint Dreux, Hobard and I spent all our days running around the island. I don’t think I ever set foot in a kitchen.”




“That’s a little silly,” she said, trying not to judge and failing.




“I am the head of a thousand year old family with substantial properties, businesses, legal concerns, and community obligations,” he said, exasperated. “I hold the executive power for a grafschaft with half a million people, and as employer, landlord, sponsor, mentor, and otherwise noteworthy figure of power, I directly influence the lives of more than a quarter of a million others. My day is filled with these responsibilities and the decisions that affect them. As my father explained, his time—and mine now—is finite and precious. I am far better off having others—reliable, dependable, trustworthy others—run these parts of my life so that I can focus on caring for the people who depend on me.”




He didn’t look happy about it.




“You’d be an awesome ditch digger, Dima,” she told him, “and you might even be happier as one, but you wouldn’t be able to do as much good.”




“So Aunt Clarimonda has told me,” he said.




“Okay, so I will teach you as much of the basics as I can,” she said. “Cooking, cleaning, laundry, and the like. You will also delegate what you can to services available. Not everything should go to the dry cleaner, Dima. There are laundry services out there as well. I’m guessing the first thing you need is a trip to the grocery store.”




“Yes,” he said with relief. “I’ve been living off restaurant food since I got here, and I’ve gained nearly five pounds.”




“After nearly dying in The Hague,” she said, “you’re allowed. Now…”




She reached out and snagged his jacket and used it to pull him over. 




“How about some kissing?” she asked.






After an extensive amount of kissing—during which Dima had his hands under her blouse but over her bra and Dawn unbuttoned his vest and pulled his tie loose—he gave her a tour of the apartment. It had clearly been designed and laid out with entertaining in mind. 




The kitchen, dining room, and living room were all in one large space with a vaulted ceiling and a floor to seven-feet-up panoramic view of the DC downtown, including the Mall. That alone put the value of the apartment in the ten million dollar range. His electric and acoustic guitars were set up against the wall next to a long console that housed an antique stereo and turntable. 




The master bedroom and bath were tucked away to one side with the two smaller bedrooms and the office on the other side. All of them opened out, at some point, onto a balcony that wrapped from the south side of the building to the west.




The bedroom held a large antique bed, comfortable chairs, an older television, a waist high bookshelf next to the bed, a nightstand on the other side, and a large and elaborate wardrobe. Dima took a moment to strip off his jacket and hang it up on a suit valet next to the door, followed by his tie, and then he changed his shoes out for slippers. He hadn’t lied about keeping his room picked up. It was tidy.




“You’re adorable,” she said, watching him with a smile. 




“I’m glad you think so,” he answered.




His cheeks were still pink from making out.




The master closet off the bathroom was less than half filled, and Dawn flipped through the hanging items. Silk shirts, linen shirts, Egyptian cotton shirts, a large selection of waist coats, and linen, wool, and silk business suits along with a tuxedo, morning suit, and white tie and tails. 




“Dima, do you own any clothes that aren’t formal?” she asked, a little puzzled.




“Exercise clothes,” he answered. “Clothes that would be appropriate for a combat mission. And pajamas.”




“Do you own any jeans?” she asked.




As a rule, men and women didn’t wear jeans in Ruritania. The dress code for the university required trousers, jacket, and tie for men, and most of the women preferred skirts or dresses. The least formal clothing she’d seen had been chinos.




“No,” he answered. “I’m not working on a farm or a ranch, so why would I?”




“So adorable,” she repeated. “Okay, clothes shopping is on the list. If you go everywhere in a suit you’re going to scare people.”




The master bath was a revelation. A separate, enclosed toilet with bidet, a long counter with two sinks, but it was the bathtub and the shower that did it for her. The bathtub was an old fashioned clawfoot slipper tub in pristine condition, big enough for two people with a sprayer connected to the faucet. The shower was six feet by six feet, enclosed by thick glass with an expertly hung door. It had multiple shower heads, all of them high up enough that Dima could step under them without having to duck, and three different handheld sprayers. The floor was rough stone, preventing slips, and there was a bench on two sides, and on the third side—




“Are those footrests?” Dawn asked.




Dima stood behind her. He put his hands on her waist and nuzzled her neck just below her ear.




“They are,” he replied, his breath hot in her ear. 




His hands started to wander down her hips and over her thighs. It was hard to think under those circumstances, but she tried.




“Why are there footrests in your shower?” she asked.




“My father designed the shower,” he said. 




“Okay,” she managed as he slowly drew the tip of his tongue down from her ear down her neck. “But, um, what purpose do they serve?”




She felt him chuckle and then shift his weight. He leaned forward, putting his hands on the glass wall in front of her, his body pressed against her. Then, he brought one foot forward, setting it on the floor, against the glass. His hips were firmly tucked against hers, and he kissed her again, just below and behind her ear, his tongue flicking against her skin. She felt his teeth scrape her skin and shivered all over.




“It would never do,” he said, whispering in her ear, “to lose one’s balance in the middle of a more…vigorous exercise.”




He gave her a little a little hip thrust, and she could feel his erection pressed against her. Her head fell back against his shoulder, and her eyes rolled back in her head. He held still for a moment until she recovered herself, and then he stepped back.




“You keep doing that,” she said with a shaky laugh, “and I don’t think I’ll last until next weekend.”




“My apologies,” he said, and he didn’t look at all sorry.




“So, your father set the shower up so your parents could have sex in there?” she asked, wincing a little.




“Not every culture is as repressed as American culture,” he told her. “My parents loved one another very much, and they enjoyed the expression of that love. If they hadn’t, I wouldn’t be here, and neither would my sister. My mother had arthritis in her hands. The heat of the shower eased the pain. I’m sure they enjoyed themselves in here quite often.”




“Okay, you win,” she said. “It’s sweet.”




She turned and put her arms around his neck, and they kissed for a slow minute.




“I look forward to sharing my bed, my shower, my tub, and many, many other things with you,” he said.




“You keep saying stuff like that,” she said, “and I will pull you down to the floor and have you right then and there.”




“A picnic first, then?” he asked.




He showed her his office, set up with video conferencing equipment as every morning at five DC time and ten Zenda time, he spoke with his business managers in Ruritania, going over issues, making decisions, and planning for the future. By the time the meeting was over, it was time for him to go to the gym, and then get ready for the day. He met with them on Saturdays as well, though Sundays were kept sacrosanct.




One of the two smaller bedrooms was set up with a wall of mirrors and a barre.




“My mother loved ballet as a girl,” he explained. “She kept a studio at Var Hentzau as well. She couldn’t practice every day, but she taught me the basics.”




“You don’t talk as much about her as you do you father,” Dawn noted.




“Sometimes, I think the hurt goes deeper,” he said. “My father, understandably, had expectations for me, goals and plans. I was his heir. I was always aware that, as much as he loved me, I was never just his son. When I was with my mother, I knew that she cherished me, that the only thing she wanted for me was to be happy. It was easier with her. I miss her.”




“I miss my mom still too,” she told him, taking his hand. 




She hugged him, and he hugged her back, kissing her forehead. After a moment, she looked back up at him.




“Are you ready to go to the store?” she asked.




“How bad could it be?” he answered.




Upsetting the State Department



“How’s Dima?” Angela asked as they sat down for lunch at a table next to the rose garden.




“Recovering his sense of humor,” Dawn answered. “We’re going psychic hunting tonight.”




“You know, that video’s gone viral,” Angela said. 




Dawn dropped her fork. “What? I only posted it this morning, after Dima gave his permission.”




Her brand new boyfriend had managed to keep it together at the crowded grocery store for the better part of an hour of one surreal event after another. He finally lost it in the dental hygiene aisle and had gone on an epic rant about the twelve brands of toothpaste, each with eight or nine variations of flavor, whitening, plaque reducing, and other factors, and the sheer insanity of a consumeristic society that encouraged such extremes. After his growing disbelief in the chips aisle, Dawn had taken her phone out and kept it ready. Her vigilance had paid off in a three minute soliloquy of red cheeked passion, chestnut hair, and high pitched outrage. The fact that he’d insisted on changing into a gray suit (because it was evening, and his white suit was no longer appropriate) with a red waistcoat only made it that much better. His BBC British English accent was the cherry on top.




“You may want to post it on YouTube yourself,” Angela said, “before someone else does. At least you’ll make a little money off it.”




Dawn brought up her account and checked. In three hours, it had garnered well over ten thousand views, five thousand thumbs up, hearts, and laughing face emojis, and more than a thousand shares. 




“Oh, boy,” she said. “I need to warn Dima.”




“Ooh, it’s on Twitter,” Angela said.




“He’s going to kill me,” Dawn said, horrified by the realization.




Her call went straight to voicemail, which meant he was in a meeting. The saving grace was that she hadn’t tagged him, so it would be a little while longer before he was identified.




“Hi, Dima?” she said. “You remember the video I sent you first thing this morning, that you said it was okay if I posted to Facebook? Yeah, it’s going viral. You may start hearing about it from your coworkers. You might want to give your boss a heads up. I’d offer to take it down, but that’s not going to do any good. It’s out there. If you need to kill me, I totally understand.”




She set her phone aside just as Hodgin’s crow landed on the unoccupied chair at their table.




“Wow!” Angela said. “He’s never shown up when Hodgins wasn’t here.”




Hodgins, Doctor Brennan, and her intern were all offsite that day as human remains had been discovered in the reflecting pool at the Mall. The difficulty was that they were more than partially decomposed, meaning they’d been moved there the previous night or dumped some time earlier and had come to the surface due to bloat. It was already on the news. It was already referred to as The Mauling in the Mall.




The crow croaked at her, and Dawn started picking shrimp out of her salad. No wonder Hodgins always bought an extra shrimp cocktail. It was the easiest way to get a separate order of shrimp that you could just put out. Several people watched as she lined up the shrimp at the edge of the table. The crow cocked its head, jumped from the back of the chair to the seat, reached up, and gobbled the first several shrimp. Then it took off.




“His Majesty approves, I guess,” Angela said.




“I should probably take pictures of it,” Dawn said. 




When it returned, she snapped several shots as it landed and deposited an item on the table next to her food. Then it hopped down to the chair and ate the remaining shrimp.




“What’s that?” Angela asked, peering over her salad.




Dawn picked up the item. It was a small glass tile, an inch square.




“I think it’s from a mosaic,” she said, angling it to catch the sunlight.




One side of the tile had been coated with gold leaf, and it blazed every time the sun hit it.




“Maybe I can start a collection,” Dawn said.




“I like it,” Angela approved. “Hey, is there any chance you can be done with your psychic check and back by eight tonight? I was really hoping to take Jack out to a movie.”




“I think so,” Dawn said. “We’ve only got two planned, and we can pick up some dinner on the way back.”




“Are you going to teach him how to cook?” Angela asked.




“Heat,” Dawn said. “Frozen dinners, ready to cook stuff, cookie dough, maybe some biscuits. I wouldn’t go so far as to say that it counts as cooking.”




The crow gurgled in response, dipped its head at Dawn and took to its wings.






Hodgins and Angela had both warned her to steer clear of the forensic lab when they had remains in. While the platform had a downdraft system that captured the vast majority of the smell, the chemicals of decomposition were notoriously strong and persistent, and just a small whiff was enough to upset her stomach. She stuck to Angela’s office and Hodgins’s storeroom, where the tubs of scanned cuneiform tablets were starting to stack up.




She spent two hours translating tablets and typing the translations into the database to match up with the scanned labels and then found herself increasingly frustrated. The translations on the labels were English, and even given personal preference, tone, and vocabulary, none of her translations matched what was in the database. Worse, cuneiform had been used for more than three thousand years, had been used for half a dozen languages, and had symbols that ranged from pictograms to logograms to syllabic symbols to determinatives. Context was vital for determining meaning, but the labels didn’t give much context.




And here, her ability to simply look a tablet and absorb the meaning (“To the great and majestic ruler of Ur, greetings from his most humble servant. I petition with greatest reluctance His Majesty’s merciful bounty regarding the subject of grain taxes…”), but she didn’t know why her understanding was right. She could argue symbol by symbol, but that would take forever. Somehow, she knew she was going to have to defend her translations to Doctor Sayad and explaining that she was a Key was not going to cut it. She was ready to take a break when Doctor Saroyan poked her head in.




“Hi, Dawn,” she said. “Can you find a stopping point? I need about half an hour of your time.”




“Sure,” Dawn said, saving her work and logging off the computer. “What’s up?”




She walked with Doctor Saroyan back to her office, glancing once at the platform in the forensic lab where she saw Doctor Brennan and her intern meticulously examining the remains recovered that morning. She caught a glimpse of sneakers and the broken spars of ribs pointing towards the ceiling before averting her eyes. Doctor Saroyan noticed and moved between Dawn and the gruesome sight.




“It takes a while to get used to,” she told Dawn. “And some people never do, but those of us with a more clinical approach find ways to detach ourselves from the emotional context so we can do the work.”




“I just can’t get over that there was a person,” Dawn said, swallowing. “Just a person, doing their thing, and then something happened, and…it’s not a person anymore. It’s a body. Between that and the smell…”




“There is that,” Saroyan agreed and opened the door into her office. “Oh, by the way, in case no one’s ever warned you, once Doctor Hodgins starts his work on a case, there’s a good chance he’ll try to drag you into one of his experiments. Be cautious. Some of those stains never come out.”




“Right,” Dawn said, nodding. “He gets really enthusiastic.”




Saroyan nodded in agreement. “If you hear the phrase ‘king of the lab,’ just run. That’s my best advice.”




In her office, a man sat in one of the chairs opposite Doctor Saroyan’s desk. Dawn blinked in surprise. He was a dwarf, small even for someone with that condition, and he was dressed in an immaculately tailored suit that she recognized as the kind worn by American diplomats.




“Miss Summers,” he said, getting to his feet on the chair and extending his hand. “My name is Alex Radziwill, I work for the State Department. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”




“Thank you, sir,” she said, shaking his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you as well.”




She glanced over at Doctor Saroyan, who gestured for her to take the other chair and then went to the other side of her desk. Dawn took a seat and smoothed down her skirt. 




“Doctor Brennan mentioned the possibility of a conflict of interest for you,” Doctor Saroyan said. “Mr. Radziwill happened to be here on another matter, and I thought we might cut through the red tape. He’ll be able to advise you on expectations for your behavior now and in the future.”




“I really didn’t think it was that big of a deal,” Dawn said, feeling a little defensive and nervous. “Dima may be a member of the Ruritanian embassy, but he’s not a senior member, and I’m just an intern. How can I possibly be in a position where what I tell my boyfriend could have any effect on my country?”




“You aren’t,” Radziwill said candidly. “But you may be some day. Miss Summers—or do you prefer Lady Dawn?”




She blinked, surprised.




“Huh?” Doctor Saroyan asked.




“Miss Summers was knighted two months ago by the Princess Royal of Ruritania,” Radziwill said. “While you were out, Camille, I did a very brief check on her.”




“I’m in the US, so I prefer Miss Summers or just Dawn,” Dawn said, feeling a little numb.




“Of course,” Radziwill said, nodding. “Not to put too fine a point on it, Miss Summers, but as an American student at Queen Flavia University, you can expect to be heavily recruited by the State Department and other arms of the US government which have to deal with foreign powers. I know SSA Aaron Hotchner had a conversation with you regarding this at the beginning of the last semester.”




“You know about that?” Dawn asked, amazed.




“Agent Hotchner was good enough to make a note of his contact in your file,” Radziwill said. 




“I have a file?!” Dawn gasped.




Doctor Saroyan looked like she wanted to interrupt, if only to make sure Dawn didn’t run off in a panic.




“Of course you have a file,” Radziwill said. “You’re the younger sister of Buffy Summers, who’s connected to Major Riley Finn. Those names and several others are marked with some very big flags. Once I get back to my office, I expect I’ll spend the remainder of the afternoon talking to people in my own and other departments explaining my need to know for bringing up your file. I had been planning to do a little work on an assassin who’s suddenly gone off the grid, but having this dropped in my lap is actually a bit serendipitous, so I don’t resent the change in priority.”




Open-mouthed, Dawn glanced over at her grandboss, who also sat open-mouthed.




“Ah…”




“What I would like to communicate to you, Miss Summers,” Radziwill continued—and she had the sudden insight that no condition as petty as dwarfism would hold him back from accomplishing his chosen mission with the virtuosity of a concert pianist executing a concerto—“is that, as an American student at QFU, you have a world of potential in front of you, including the possibility of serving your country in ways that most people can’t imagine. A romantic entanglement with a foreign national does not have to be an impediment, but in order to ensure that you have the information you need to make wise and fortuitous decisions that will enhance rather than close down your future, I’d like to spend a little time going over what will best serve our common interests.”




She stared at him.




“Now, Doctor Saroyan didn’t share specific details with me,” he said, smiling graciously, “so do you mind telling me who the lucky man is?”




“Rupert Alexander Wilhelm Dmitri, Graf von und zum Hentzau,” she answered automatically.




He stared at her for a moment without moving.




“Hentzau?” he asked, his voice very carefully neutral. “Rupert of Hentzau?”




“He goes by Dmitri,” Dawn told him.




“Of course,” Radziwill said. “Of course he does. Just so I’m clear about this, Miss Summers, your boyfriend, the man you’re dating, is the current Graf von und zum Hentzau, of Ruritania, who is serving as cultural attache in charge of charitable affairs for the Ruritanian embassy to the United States of America? Knighthoods in the Order of the Raven, the Order of the Blue Rose, and The Order of the Pear Tree? The man who killed the grandson of the Duke of Strackencz in a legally sanctioned duel seven years ago after said idiot insulted his underage sister? The man who served as part time personal bodyguard and factotum to the current head of the Queen Flavia matriculation board? The man who just annulled his betrothal to the youngest daughter of the deposed and exiled Tsar Nicholas the Fourth in what the diplomatic circles are taking as the biggest, most elegant ‘up yours’ to a crowned monarch in the last century? The man who just released a quarter of a million human beings and the equivalent of seventy billion dollars in property and future income from a direct feudal relationship so they could form their own sovereign nation? That Hentzau?”




“He’s a really great guy, once you get to know him,” Dawn said.




Radziwill covered his mouth with the fingers of his left hand and drummed the arm of his chair with the others.




“Did we just open a great big can of worms?” Doctor Saroyan asked carefully.




“Doctor Saroyan, I really don’t know whether to bless you or curse you,” Radziwill said. “But in the end, I guess I should be glad you brought this to my attention. Do you know the stories that are still told about his father? I had just started my own career when he worked at the embassy and was dating Princess Antonia while she attended Georgetown.”




“You knew Dima’s father?” Dawn asked.




“I did not say that,” Radziwill told her, raising one imperious finger. “I did have to clean up a couple of his messes when the princess discovered he’d been cheating on her with an American woman and took off for home. For the record, the United States government does not accede to requests to kill or allow to be killed foreign nationals on our soil just because Daddy wants a man dead for breaking his little girl’s heart.”




Stunned, Dawn kept her silence.




“At least he married the woman,” Radziwill continued. 




“Dima has told me that his mother was American,” Dawn admitted. “His parents were inseparable.”




Radziwill exhaled a long breath. “The family has a habit of sending their kids to work at the embassy here for a couple of years right after they graduate university. Rounds them out, I guess. It’s been the State Department’s sorry lot in life to keep them in line while they’re here, and it’s no easy business.”




“They can’t be that bad,” Doctor Saroyan said. 




“The bad ones aren’t that bad,” Radziwill answered. “They booze it up, whore it up, spend ungodly amounts of money, get arrested for everything from assault to kidnapping to rape—”




“What?” Dawn nearly shrieked.




“Easy, Miss Summers,” he said, gesturing to calm down. “That was your boyfriend’s grandfather, and the story I heard was that it was trumped up to get him out of the country when he’d gotten a prominent Senator’s daughter pregnant. His great-grandfather was even worse, but it’s not the bad ones that drive us nuts. It’s the good ones.”




Fascinated with fifty and seventy-five year old gossip, Doctor Saroyan leaned forward.




“Why’s that?” she asked.




“Because they’ve got the power, money, and social position to speak truth to power,” Radziwill said. “And they don’t hesitate to do it. The cousins of the last graf spent two years each here, and they marched for gay rights before Catholics marching for gay rights was a thing. And they didn’t just march for gay rights, they paid a bounty for any proof that the politicians condemning gay rights were involved in homosexual conduct themselves. They not only paid up, they published everything they were given, libel be damned.”




Saroyan looked wildly amused, but Dawn only felt uncomfortable.




“Before that, the grandfather marched with MLK and Malcolm X and beat the crap out of some KKK moron who had the nerve to burn a cross on his front lawn. That guy’s aunt actually aided and abetted Jewish refugees from Europe in getting to American soil and staying here, legally or otherwise, during the 30s,” Radziwill said.




“That’s a good thing,” Saroyan pointed out. “The ones who were refused entry were murdered in the Holocaust.”




“Of course it’s a good thing!” Radziwill snapped. “It’s also an enormous headache for the State Department, and knowing my luck, I’ll be inheriting it. God save me from the do-gooders! I’ll take a bad man any day.”






Dawn was finally allowed to escape after Radziwill emailed her a publication on ethics for government workers and then swore to follow up with her. When she got back to her desk, she saw a phone call from Dima and called him back.




“I went out with my coworkers for lunch today,” he said, “and I was noticed by people on the street and in the restaurant, and three different people came up to me and told me they knew exactly how I felt, and they were glad to see they weren’t alone. Do you have any idea what this is about?”




Which brought her back to the toothpaste rant she’d posted.




“I think you’re going to be a popular guy, Dima,” she said after she explained. 




“I had hoped to enjoy a little bit of anonymity in the US,” he remarked, “but that clearly wasn’t to be. Ah, well.”




“Are we still on for tonight?” she asked.




“Of course,” he answered. 




“Great, because Angela asked if we could be back at her place by eight so she can take Hodgins out,” Dawn explained. “Are you up for more babysitting?”




“Of course,” he said. “And I’ll collect you promptly at five.”






The first psychic they went to worked out of a house in an area that had once been residential but had been rezoned to commercial. This one was male, wore a captain’s hat, and made three passes at Dima, which Dima didn’t even notice. Or was really good at pretending not to notice.




Dawn had made him take his suit jacket off, take off his tie, and roll up his sleeves, which he wasn’t at all comfortable with, but he looked less official and more like a well dressed hipster. 




“We should get you a pork pie hat,” Dawn said.




“No,” he said emphatically.




“Well, you can’t wear a fedora,” she said. “That’s got a whole different vibe to it.”




“You’re enjoying this!” he accused her.




“I am,” she admitted. “Clothes shopping is tomorrow, and I can’t wait.”




“Will it be as bad as the grocery story?” he asked.




It was his new standard against which to measure other horrible, uncomfortable, and frustrating things.




She considered. “Not as bad, and the badness will be of a different sort.”




There had to be some high end stores she could take him to, but even that was going to be stressful for him, as he was used to going to a tailor, being measured, picking out what fabrics and styles he liked, returning for a fitting or two, and then having a stack of impeccable, perfectly fitted clothes delivered to him. As far as she could tell, he hadn’t had to try on clothes since he’d been a boy, and he’d never had to do it in a public fitting room.




She wondered if she could sneak him a Valium when they went out in the morning. She didn’t think getting him drunk beforehand would help.




This particular psychic’s shop had merchandise as well, but half the books were self-published by him, and all the merchandise was marked up well beyond the astronomical margin Dawn had grown used to at the Magic Box. 




It all went fine until he had her choose her significator. His deck was completely male, no women figures—not even the traditional roles—to be seen. 




It was the Star. Again.




Unnerved, she watched him lay out the cards. Three of staves, nine of staves reversed, two of pentacles, two of cups, knight of cups…all the same cards, all of them in the same positions as at Lady Esbosheth’s. The hackles on the back of her neck raised. She felt Dima’s hands on her shoulders as he stood behind her. 




“So, I can see you’ve started your college journey,” the little man said. “And you did just fine in your first semester. There’s a break between you and your mother, but another very motherly woman has stepped in. Your father is distant, but there’s great love between you. Oh, and romance, but it won’t last—”




And here he made gaga eyes at Dima.




“There’s a terrible fight coming up, and—”




Dawn took the test cards out of her satchel.




“Do you mind looking at these?” she asked him, setting the deck in front of him, on his own cards, knowing it was terribly rude.




“What are these?” he asked, taken aback.




“They’re a gift from my sister’s best friend,” Dawn answered honestly. “She’s a witch.”




Dubiously, he turned over the first card and stared at it, eyebrows coming together.




“Yeah, well, she’s a kook,” the man told her, turning the next several cards over. “This is…gibberish. It’s like those Third Eye posters, only no matter how you look at them, there’s no actual picture. I think she gave you a joke deck.”




“Okay, well, thanks, anyways!” Dawn declared, gathered her cards up and bolted for the door, Dima right behind her.




“What’s wrong?” he asked, as soon as they were on the road. 




“I don’t even know,” she said. “I guess I was hoping it was an aberration, but the cards he laid out were the same ones I saw at the psychic Angela and I visited, and the details he interpreted were correct. Yeah, there’s a break between me and my mom; she’s dead. Yes, there’s a motherly woman. That’s Jenny. Yes, Dad is distant. He’s in the Czech Republic, working on the monastery.”




“And romance,” he pointed out. “Is that what bothered you? That he said it wouldn’t last and there was a terrible fight coming up?”




She stared at her hands and didn’t say anything.




“Dawn, you and I both know that every card of a Tarot deck has multiple interpretations,” he said. “He probably chose the one he liked best, since he was hitting on me.”




“You did notice!” she cried, looking up.




He grinned.




“Of course I noticed,” he said. “You think I’ve never had a man hit on me before? I ignored it because I didn’t want to deal with it, and he wasn’t going to push it in front of you.”




“What if he’s right?” she asked. “The other cards were.”




“The other cards referred to the past and the present,” Dima said. “Not the future. Besides—”




And here he glanced over at her.




“Dawn, do you really believe we’re never going to have a fight?” he asked. “In our whole relationship?”




“I hadn’t really wanted to think about it,” she admitted.




“I understand that,” he said. “But realistically, every relationship has its difficulties. Pretending otherwise or ignoring it means you’ll be caught unprepared when it happens, and that means it can do damage. I don’t want that, and I know you don’t either.”




He took her hand and gave it a squeeze.




“Do you think my parents didn’t fight?” he asked. “When I was six, they finally started yelling at each other, because their silent fights frightened me so badly. Half the time, they ended up laughing together when the yelling became ridiculous. They fought fair, and they always made up.”




“Mine didn’t,” she admitted. “And they yelled. They fought in public. They gave each other the silent treatment. About the only thing they didn’t do was use me and Buffy against one another.”




They paused at a stoplight, and he leaned over to kiss her forehead.




“I’m sorry,” he said. “Perhaps it’s a matter of culture, perhaps it’s something else, but I think my parents went into their marriage understanding that divorce was not an option. They were determined to work through everything together, and they were absolutely devoted to one another.”




“Do you think we can do that?” she asked.




“I think we can choose to do that,” he said, waiting for the intersection to clear after the light turned green. “And I think it’s something that we can choose to do over and over and over. I think that’s what makes the difference.”




She considered this.




“Don’t give up if we have a fight,” he said. “Because we will. It’s inevitable. All right?”




“Did you and Talia fight?” she asked, and then cursed herself for bringing it up.




“That would have required that we talk when we were unhappy,” he said, “which she had no interest in doing and I avoided as much as possible. No, we didn’t fight. I ignored her, and she punished me. I’m very glad to be away from that.”




“I’m sorry if—”




“Don’t be,” he said. “It doesn’t upset me to look back, because all I have to do is remember that it’s over, and I never have to deal with her again.”




“We should be so lucky,” Dawn breathed.






At the second psychic, the same cards appeared in the same order. Dawn cut the woman off before she could start talking and asked her to view the test cards. Just as before, the self-proclaimed psychic couldn’t make heads or tails of the cards. Defeated, Dawn asked him to take them to Angela and Hodgins’s, stopping on the way to pick up sushi.




“Do you think your nature is skewing the cards?” he asked.




“Either that, or I’m walking around under a really weird enchantment,” Dawn said. “And Willow or Jenny would have spotted that before I left. I need to talk this over with them. It may affect the work I can do.”




Angela was upstairs getting dressed when they got home, and Hodgins happily handed the baby to Dawn and introduced Dima to his stereo, putting Texas Flood on and cranking up the speakers. Bemused, Dawn watched from a safe distance as Dima put his head down, listening intently, and she could see his hands working out chord fingerings and strumming during the choruses. 




Angela came downstairs in a slinky dress with platform heels and dangling earrings. She looked spectacular. 




“I thought we were going to the movies,” Hodgins said.




“We are,” she answered. “I just wanted to dress up.”




“Do you see I have to deal with?” Hodgins asked Dima, gesturing vaguely at Angela.




“I weep for your troubles,” Dima said. 




Once they were on there way and the sushi was set out, keeping it out of Michael Vincent’s hands and supplying him with a zweiback cookie to keep him occupied, Dawn was surprised when Dima turned off the Stevie Ray Vaughan and put on a different CD Dawn was used to hearing at his place in Strelsau.




“Don’t you want to listen to the new one?” she asked him.




“I can listen to it tonight when I can give it my full attention,” he replied. “Jack is lending me all his Stevie Ray Vaughan CDs. Right now, my full attention is with you.”




It was hard to imagine getting in a fight with him.




After Michael Vincent was put to bed and the baby monitor was turned on, it was impossible not to end up on the couch, kissing. She usually sat on his legs, but this time, she reclined a bit and he followed her to a more horizontal position. It seemed every time they made out, it went a little further. As he kissed her, she unbuttoned first his waistcoat and then his shirt, slipping a hand inside to feel the skin of his chest, he unbuttoned the front of her dress and pushed it open. As their lips and tongues brushed, nuzzling one another with sighs, his hand found the front clasp of her bra and released it. She shivered and opened her eyes to meet his gaze as his large, warm hand cupped her breast, skin to skin.




“That’s all right?” he murmured.




“Uh huh,” she answered. 




He pressed her flesh and gently ran his thumb across her nipple, making it stand up.




“You are so incredibly sexy, Dawn,” he whispered to her, his kisses moving from her mouth to her throat. 




“So are you,” she answered. 




She ran her hands down his chest and belly to the waistband of his trousers.




“Not yet,” he said.




Biting her lip with frustration and desire, she went back to his chest, trailing her fingers across his skin, feeling his nipples pucker when she touched them. He moved a little further down, his hot mouth and tongue kissing a line from throat to collarbone and then to her breast. She made a soft, choked noise when he kissed her nipple and then pulled it into his mouth and worked it with his tongue. She ran her fingers through his hair and drew her nails along the back of his neck as he moved, hands slipping under her body to bring her closer to him.




“More?” she asked.




He took her mouth back with his own, tongue dipping deeply into hers where she could suck on it. His body pressed her down into the couch, bare skin touching bare skin, her breasts flattened under his weight. His leg slipped between hers, and he moved, rubbing his leg against her with much of his weight behind it.




“Yes!” she cried out.




She held on to him as he began moving in a regular rhythm. She could feel how hard he was, tucked down into his pants, and squeezed her legs around his. He groaned and continued moving. He pulled her skirt up, and then she felt his hand on the bare skin of her hip. He slid his hand under the waistband of her panties and then around to the back and down, and his fingers dug in, grasping and kneading her flesh.




For a moment, she arched against him, suspended with tension, her hand cupping his face as he kissed her. Then, the next time he ground his leg against her, his hand gripping her ass, her breasts pressed against his chest, she climaxed, sudden and hard, grabbing at his shoulders and crying out against his mouth.




“Yes,” he whispered. “Yes, Dawn. Do it.”




His hot breath in her ear, his murmured words edged with need and want, kindled a further climax and held her there, pinned against him as her leg kicked and she squirmed hard under his weight. She gasped and cried out until it ebbed slightly, allowing her to breathe. Then Dima groaned in her ear and shifted his weight, and she came again, her hips pressing against him. When it finally released her, her head had fallen back, and Dima covered her with slow, small kisses from her eyelids to her throat and further down. His hands cupped her bare breasts, and she shivered.




“Are you all right?” he asked.




“Ah, I did not…I did not see that coming,” she managed. “That was incredible.”




“Mmm,” he agreed. “Yes, it was.”




For a moment, she felt lost and vulnerable, unsure what to do, until Dima stretched out and then wrapped his arms around her, bringing her up against him. She tucked her head against his neck and breathed deeply.




“You know that I love you, yes?” He asked.




She nodded.




“And I will never willingly hurt you,” he said.




She nodded again.




He shushed her and kissed her forehead and stroked her hair until she had very nearly fallen asleep, but she stirred against him and drew her fingers down his bare chest to the waistband of his pants.




“Would you like me to . . ?” She asked.




“I’m fine,” he answered with a smile.




Dubious, she ran her hands over the front of his pants down to the inside of his left leg. He was still very aroused, though not necessarily as hard as he’d been in the middle of her orgasm. He shifted and cleared his throat, pulling away from her just a little.




“You don’t want me to touch you?” She asked, hurt.




“No, it’s not that,” he said, easing himself up.




Dawn sat all the way up and started putting her clothes back together.




“Dawn,” he said, putting his hand on her wrist. “Dawn, please, it’s not that.”




“Well, what is it?” She asked. “Because it’s not like you aren’t ready. I mean, what? You can touch me until I come, but I can’t do the same for you?”




He took a deep breath, caught out at something and very uncomfortable.




“I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I shouldn’t have waited so long for this conversation, but…you really did surprise me.”




“What conversation?” She asked.




“Ah, can you give me a moment?” He asked. “This is actually extremely uncomfortable.”




She raised her hands and dropped them, and taking that as permission, he raised his hips off the couch, reached down his pants and adjusted himself. As soon as she realized what he was doing, Dawn looked away, her cheeks burning with embarrassment. He sighed with relief and relaxed again.




“Oh, thank heavens,” he sighed.




He left his shirt untucked and unbuttoned and shrugged his vest off, folding it and setting it aside. Then he reached out and took her hands.




“Dawn.”




She didn’t look at him.




“Dawn,” he insisted. 




She looked up, and he was chagrined and determined, and his cheeks were bright pink.




“I’m sorry,” he said. “Every time I leave you, I remember I’m supposed to bring this up, but while I’m with you, it’s hunting for psychics, consumerism gone wild, and the most utterly delicious and sweet intimacy I’ve ever dreamt of, and I completely forget what I’m supposed to ask you.”




“You are not asking me to marry you,” Dawn said. “I don’t care how Catholic you are.”




He smiled and nodded.




“No, I’m not asking you to marry me,” he admitted. “And while I am Catholic, I’ve never claimed to be very good at it, though it is important to me. But there’s one point I have to make clear.”




He squeezed her hands and waited for her to nod.




“I don’t expect there to be an issue,” he said, “but I am Catholic, and I do believe a baby conceived should be a baby born.”




“Dima,” she gaped. “I am not getting pregnant.”




She almost stood up, but he kept her hands in his.




“Dawn, this is important,” he stressed. “Remember what we talked about on the car ride over, about making the commitment to one another, that we choose that commitment, that devotion. I need you to listen to me and understand that this is vitally important to me.”




He had never talked to her like that before. She stopped and waited for her heart to stop pounding. When her pulse had calmed down, she turned her hands to clasp his and met his eyes.




“Okay,” she said. “I’m listening.”




He breathed a sigh of relief.




“My family is the closest it’s ever been to extinction,” he explained. “Gretel can’t inherit. She will never have a mental capacity greater than what she does now, and…if her prognosis is the same as all the other children with Downs, by the time she’s in her forties, she will most likely develop Alzheimer’s. She’ll almost certainly die in her fifties.”




Her heart broke.




“Dima, I’m so sorry,” she whispered.




He nodded his head.




“My only heir is my great aunt Clarimonda,” he continued, “and she is seventy years old, has no heirs of her own, and she…she swore fealty to that thing on the throne. She’s been compromised, Dawn. If anything happens to me, my family is finished.”




She searched his eyes and saw in them that he’d struggled with this knowledge for some time.




“So, between that and my own religious beliefs,” he said, “I have to ask you—even though I don’t have the right—that if you ever conceive a child, that you will carry it and give birth to it and give me a part in its life. I have to ask you that you only consider termination if your own health is in danger.”




“Dima, I’m not going to get pregnant accidentally,” she said. “Before I started school, I had an IUD put in. It’s good for three more years. I can have it taken out any time, but until then, I’m just not going to get pregnant.”




It took him a moment, but he nodded in understanding.




“If, for any reason,” he started again, “you find yourself pregnant, if the precautions you’ve taken fail for any reason, I need to know that you’ll come to me and let me take care of you and the baby.”




“You make it sound like you might not be the father,” she said, confused.




He glanced away, guilty.




“It’s a legacy of my family that there is more than one instance where the graf’s heir was not his begotten child,” he said.




“Well, yeah,” Dawn said, “your family can adopt and include the adoptee in the line of inheritance.”




“What I mean,” he said, “is that there are several noteworthy instances where the wife of the Graf deliberately conceived by someone other than him.”




She sat there, mouth hanging open.




“Dima, I would never,” she started.




“I know,” he said, laughing ruefully. “In some instances, it was out of spite. In others, the Graf wasn’t able to father children. There’s also at least one case of a child conceived by rape.”




“Oh, god,” Dawn whispered.




“Sometimes I tell myself my family history is no more sordid than anyone else’s,” he said. “It’s just better documented. But I doubt that’s actually true. And anyway, that’s not the point. I just want you to understand where I’m coming from.”




“Okay,” she said, and sat and thought about it.




The whole reason she’d gotten the IUD was so she wouldn’t have to worry about getting pregnant. But considering some of the places she’d been to and the strange things possible there, she had to admit that getting pregnant before she chose to have her IUD taken out was a non-zero possibility. And here was Dima asking her to have the baby no matter what. A hundred things flickered through her mind—fights, school, that terrible night when Buffy had died, Xander saying that she was his little sister, her ability to step into other worlds, a member of the state department telling her today to start taking her possible future into account in the decisions she made—and what each of those things would mean if she were pregnant. If she were going to have a baby.




She’d never even thought about what it would be like to be pregnant, to look months into the future and know she was going to give birth, have a daughter or a son, and then be responsible for another human being. 




It was terrifying.




“So, if I got pregnant by you,” she said, “or by someone else—which right now, that would have to be rape—then you don’t want me to get an abortion. You want me to have the child and let you be part of its life.”




“I promise you,” he said, “that I will take care of all your and our child’s needs.”




She considered this.




“What if I say no?” She asked. 




“Then we can’t be together,” he said. “I will always love you, I will always be your friend, but we can’t be lovers. I can’t take that risk.”




She considered that and thought about Faith’s story of Robin flat out deciding that not only were they bringing five extra kids back when retrieving Sharee’s brother, but that if he needed to, he’d adopt them. Instant family. And then there was Watson’s decision to adopt Jane and Agatha Smythe, not just to protect them from the Manchurian Rat God and Clarence Peverell, but because he was tired of being alone in the world and gladly took on the responsibilities of a single father to remedy that.




She thought about Jenny’s love for her, even though Jenny knew her memories of her daughter were false, she chose to love Dawn. She thought about Buffy, who had admitted that she didn’t even know if she wanted children. She just resented losing the chance to choose.




“Dima,” she said, meeting his eyes, “I promise you that if I’m pregnant and it’s yours, or even if it’s not, but we’re together, or even if we’re not together but I need help, I will come to you. I’ll have the baby with you, and if I can’t be a mother, I’ll give the baby to you. Does that work?”




The instant loss of tension in his shoulders was her reward. He kissed her, his thumb resting against her earlobe.




“How many times have you had this conversation?” She asked. 




“This is the first time,” he admitted.




“Uh…but…what about Talia?” She asked.




“I was scrupulous with her, once I understood what was at stake,” he said. “Less because I thought she might get an abortion and more because the thought of her being the mother of my children made me sick.”




“And the others?” She asked.




He sighed. “I deserve that. Dawn, there weren’t nearly as many women as everyone assumes.”




“Dima, I saw you escort at least three to a taxi from your home,” she said. “Lee kept count of the toothbrushes in the bathroom supply pantry. There were at least seven unaccounted for.”




He glanced heavenward. “Please remind me to apply some violence to Lee the next time I see him. Very well, there were many, many women, but they were a ruse.”




She blinked at him.




“When I was seventeen and about to turn eighteen,” he explained, “I moved to Strelsau in anticipation of starting school at QFU. Clarimonda had hired a librarian from England to catalog, repair, and organize the library there. Abigail Wickham. Talia was constantly in and out, dragging me to functions and making me wish I’d never been born, and she noticed my attraction to Miss Wickham. I thought she’d be jealous and take it out on Miss Wickham. To my surprise, she turned a deliberately blind eye. In fact, she stopped coming over. In her absence, I discovered that Miss Wickham, though she was several years older, was attracted to me as well, and we…Well, that was the instance of adultery I referred to.”




“Oh,” Dawn said, understanding.




“Abigail was there for three more weeks, in which time, I’m afraid, I made it very difficult for her to get her work done,” he continued. “I ended up having to help her the last several days, as her pay was contingent on finishing the job, and she was due to return home. Once she did leave, Talia came strolling back in like the cat who’d eaten the canary.”




“She was…okay with you cheating?” Dawn asked.




“She encouraged it,” he said. “She wanted me to have a greater variety of experience than I could if I’d been faithful to her. She made it very clear that she had no intention of being faithful to me, though she made damn well sure that she didn’t get pregnant or contract a sexually transmitted disease, as either of those would have been grounds to annul the betrothal with severe penalties for her.”




“But you didn’t start school when you were eighteen,” Dawn pointed out. “You joined the military.”




“That was M’s idea,” he said. “She was my tutor. She understood I was terribly unhappy, especially considering that I saw the course of the next three years, and it was filled with Talia. She ordered me into the military, arranged for me to serve with Captain Finn’s squad, and told me not to come back until I could cope with my betrothed in a more mature manner.”




Dawn raised her eyebrows.




“So, when I did return and started university,” he said, “I made a habit of enjoying the company of young women of the Verkauferin class—not students, not aristocrats, not anyone who could compete with Talia on any level, because she would have seen that as a challenge. And for each…relationship, I was rewarded with three or four weeks free of Talia’s interference.”




“And in all this time, did it never occur to you that you could just annul the betrothal?” Dawn asked, shaking her head.




“It did,” he admitted, “but I lacked the nerve, and I feared making an enemy of the Romanovs. It wasn’t until I returned from The Hague that I decided come hell or high water, I would be rid of her.”




“And none of those women ever…complained?” She asked. “I mean, if they went into it expecting a few weeks of passion. I know I’d have been disappointed.”




He laughed to himself.




“Strelsaun upper class tolerates certain sexual minorities,” he said. “Homosexual men, lesbians, transgender individuals. Tolerates, not embraces, and their attitudes are distinctly unhealthy. They’re still several decades ahead of the attitudes embraced by the middle and working classes. Most of the young ladies whose company I kept were being pestered by their family to marry and settle down, or had been threatened with disowning for the appearance of lesbianism, radicalism, untraditional expressions of religion or interests in careers that did not suit their families’ ideas of what was proper.”




Dawn studied him, not sure where he was going with this.




“Three weeks of seeing their daughters being squired by the son of the man who broke Princess Antonia’s heart, the grandson of the man who was an infamous libertine, the great-great-great-great-great-nephew of the man who murdered King Rudolf,” he said. “Three weeks seeing their precious daughters in my company, taking them to symphonies and operas, to clubs, on trips to ski resorts and the Riviera, sending them expensive gifts, even occasionally keeping them as overnight guests in my home, most of those families suddenly found that they were more than content that their daughters should remain spinsters with a very close female friend as housemate and companion, or that pursuing a career in competitive badminton was not such a horrible fate. In a few cases, young women who’d found their long time boyfriends less than committed had a proposal before the week was out. I even allowed one or two of the boyfriends to hit me.”




Dawn laughed. 




“Okay, but there had to be some straight women who were disappointed not to get sex,” she said.




“By about my third accomplice,” he answered, “I think they decided that I was homosexual myself. There were rumors, you understand, which Talia encouraged. She found that sort of thing very funny. I did them a tremendous favor, and they were happy to cover for me.”




“Wow,” Dawn said. “Wow. I just…All of that, this whole background, the promise, everything…just so I can touch your penis.”




He choked. Then he sputtered. Then he started laughing, sniggering in the high pitch tone he did when he was well and truly undone by something funny.




“You!”




He kissed her and then pulled her onto his lap. 




“Whatever you would like to touch,” he said, pulling her hand down to his waistband, “you may touch to your heart’s content.”




She took him at his word, unbuttoning and unzipping his fly while she held his gaze. He relaxed, resting his hands on her hips. She grazed his lips with her own as she folded his pants out of the way and then pushed the waistband of his underwear down and reached in.




He’d lost his erection during the long talk, which didn’t surprise her at all, but he’d started stirring again before she touched him. He took a deep breath when she touched the velvety skin of his thickening cock.




“I cannot tell you how many times I dreamt of this,” he whispered, their lips touching.




“As many times as I have?” She asked.




“At least,” he sighed and closed his eyes.




She leaned over him, kissing his jawline, the tender skin behind his ear, and his throat. She trailed her fingers over his cock, feeling it grow bigger and harder with each heart beat. He was uncut and had a delicious amount of skin to play with. When he sighed a soft moan, she made a circle of finger and thumb and used it to pull his foreskin back from the tip of his cock and then gently rubbed the moist tip with her thumb.




They had agreed to wait one more week, until the next Friday night, to have sex. They’d even agreed to wait at least past the weekend before indulging in oral sex, though Dawn was already cursing herself for agreeing to that. But that left all manner of other activities.




He groaned, and she felt his fingers pulling her skirt up.




“Dawn, I need to touch you,” he whispered.




“Do it,” she answered, kissing him and pulling his lower lip between her teeth.




He was fully erect in her hand, too thick to wrap her fingers around, a little longer than her hand, and she could feel him pulse. She began to stroke him, using his foreskin to make each stroke a little longer, while he raised his hips to her when she reached the base of his cock.




He pulled her panties down just past her hips, and she felt one of his hands dig into her cheek, kneading and pulling. The other hand he kept in front, the backs of his fingers grazing the tender flesh of her lips, finding her already wet and swollen. She sighed a keen of pleasure in his ear.




“Oh, Jesu, don’t stop,” he groaned. “I won’t last long, but God in heaven, don’t stop.”




“Touch me,” she begged.




He turned his hand, palm towards her and pushed his fingers along the lips of her vulva, slipping between them, stroking the petals of her slick inner labia. As she tightened her grip on him and began to stroke a little faster and a little faster, she felt his thumb flick her clit and jerked.




“Ah, n-not directly,” she managed.




“Sorry,” he apologized and changed his angle of attack.




He slid two fingers inside her, and she cried out. She dug her fingers into his hair and claimed his mouth, sliding her tongue as deeply into his mouth as he had his fingers into her cunt. He brought his hips up to her on each of her downstrokes and used his hand to mimic each movement, so it felt almost like he was inside of her, moving in her.




“Dima, I’m, oh god, I’m coming,” she gasped. 




“Yes,” he whispered. “Fuck, yes, Dawn. Yes.”




She felt it start, behind her clit, around his fingers, washing over her like a sparkling wave, rocking her as she cried out. He held her by the hip, his fingers thrusting into her hard over and over and she moved her hips to take him. She squeezed his cock as she stroked him and felt him gasp and then shudder. Then he groaned, punctuated several times by his hips thrusting, and she felt something hot hit the inside of her leg.




They both held still for a moment, breathing hard. When she stirred, her hand was still wrapped around his cock.




“Ah,” he gasped. “Easy. God, easy.”




“Sorry,” she apologized, and loosened her grasp. 




“It’s all right,” he said, breathing hard. “I’m just very sensitive right now.”




They kissed slowly with wet, swollen lips and slow tongues. He moved his fingers inside her, making her ache, and in another moment, bringing her to yet another climax. She wrapped her arms around his neck, tucked her head against his neck, and let him take her, crying out when she came.




Finally, they sat, spent.




“Can we do that again sometime?” She asked.




“Oh, please, God, yes,” he answered. “Perhaps if we’re very, very good, we’ll get to do it again before we die.”




She laughed. 




“I thought I did die,” she said.




After another moment, they began to pull themselves together. 




“Oh, I think you, I think you hit me,” Dawn said, finding some unexpected stickiness just at the inner crease of her thigh.




“I was wondering where that got to,” he remarked. “When I’m by myself, I have a good idea which way I’m aimed.”




She kissed him as he took his shirttail and used it to wipe her skin.




“I have to admit,” she said. “Aim was not a priority just then.”




“I have no complaints,” he told her. “Dawn, you are amazing.”




“So are you,” she told him.




He smiled a little and helped her pull her panties back into place and smooth her skirt down again. Then he made a point of licking his fingers before kissing her again. She buttoned his shirt for him, kissing him as she did so, tasting herself in his mouth.




“Do you want to put that album on again?” She asked. “We can listen to it until Jack and Angela get home.”




“I would like that very much,” he answered.




“And tomorrow,” she intoned, “the shopping.”




“Why do you hate me?” He asked.




“Oh, sweetie, into every life, a little shopping must fall,” she told him. “I’ll try to make it as painless as possible.”




“Which is not to say painless,” he answered. “Say, do you have a dress for the function Sunday night?”




“I do,” she said. “And Angela is going to help me with hair and makeup. So all you have to do is pick me up.”




“I look forward to that far more than I do tomorrow morning,” he told her.




“Can’t really blame you,” she said. “But look at it this way, once you get this shopping out of the way, you won’t have to go back for a very long time.”




He eyed her with skepticism. “Would you say two years?”




“Don’t push your luck,” she told him.




It’s Never That Simple



“What’dya think?” The chipper store clerk asked.




Dawn covered her eyes with one hand, all too aware of her boyfriend’s temper after a morning spent at the higher end stores in the mall and then a frantic search on her part for a higher couture than they supplied.




“What do I think?” Dima asked, a little disbelievingly. “I think it’s a shame your store offers such shoddy merchandise.”




“Dima,” she started.




“The cotton used in this shirt was low quality to begin with,” he continued, having working himself to a high dudgeon. “The fabric is much too light to last beyond the mildest use, the sewing is sloppy, the pattern appears to have been chosen by drunken wildebeests, and the style is nonexistent. It hangs like a rotten curtain, it smells like a chemical factory, and the tags itch.”




“Dima,” she said again, trying to find a good place to break in.




“I’m sorry you don’t like it,” the poor clerk stammered. “Let me see what else—”




“No, thank you,” Dima said. “You weren’t able to tell me what country the fabric was made in, which factory provided the labor, how much the workers were paid, or what measures are taken to replace a garment that fails before its expected lifetime is complete.”




“Dima!”




“What?!” He snarled.




“It’s a t-shirt, Dima,” she reminded him. “Give the poor guy a break.”




“This is not just a t-shirt,” he said, picking at the piece of clothing he wore. “This is everything that is wrong with the current market economy of this country. Not to mention this store is set up to display its customers instead of its products!”




He had drawn some glances, standing just outside the dressing rooms where Dawn could see how he looked in better light. 




“Okay, I think we’re done,” she sighed. “Go change back to your regular clothes, Dima. We’ll figure something else out.”




He stalked back to his assigned dressing room, and she sighed, turning to the clerk to apologize.




“He’s right,” the clerk said. “Our stuff is crap.”




She blinked in surprise. 




“I keep trying to tell the store manager that if you want an upscale brand, you have to have upscale stuff, but she couldn’t tell the difference between merino wool and double knit polyester,” he continued. “I’m supposed to wear clothes I buy at the store when I work, but I have to really keep an eye out for anything that’ll work. My work wardrobe is really slender right now.”




“That’s messed up,” Dawn said.




“It is,” he agreed. “You know, I’ve got an uncle and a cousin in importing, and I was telling my manager, let me go on a trip with them. I’ll find some good stuff, but she didn’t want to hear it.”




“What are you doing here?” she asked.




“Oh, baby,” he sighed, “payin’ my bills while I go to school.”




“What degree are you getting?” she asked.




“Fashion design and merchandising,” he answered. “And did I ever pick the wrong place to work.”




She dug into her satchel and found an index card and a pen. She scribbled her email and phone number on it.




“Call or text me, okay?” she said. “And let me talk to him. He’s always looking for entrepreneurs, and he won’t hold your job here against you. And please give me the name of some places that carry pret a port of good quality.”




He grinned, delighted to have networked a new connection.




“Dawn, good to meet you,” he said, offering his hand. “I’m Taekwon.”




They shook.




“Like Tae Kwon Do?” she asked, puzzled.




“Like ‘take one piece of candy,’ ” he replied, sticking his tongue out just a little.




Dima reappeared, frazzled and tired.




“And now, I’m going to take my boyfriend someplace to unwind and maybe get a little happier,” she said, waving goodbye.




“You know,” Dima said, “in Strelsau, even the poor can afford clothing that is durable and attractive.”




Thinking back to the fashions of Strelsau, Dawn thought calling it attractive was a stretch. Strelsau, and Ruritania in general, did not go in for haute couture. Most fashion fads seemed to skip them entirely. Some of the stuff she’d bought to fill out her day to day wardrobe wouldn’t have been out of place three decades previously, not in the sense that it was dated, but just that a plain white blouse and a navy wool skirt were timeless enough. Strelsau fashion just didn’t seem to indulge in anything other than timeless.




“We should take a break,” Dawn told him, deciding not to get in an argument with him. “You’ve been a trooper, but you’re getting cranky, and clothes shopping is no fun when you’re cranky.”




“I need to go home,” Dima said.




“I was thinking more lunch than home,” she said, turning towards him.




He was squinting and kept his right hand next to his eyes.




“Dima, what’s wrong?”




“I’m about to get a migraine,” he admitted. “I have a disturbance in my vision. I need to go home, and I’m not safe to drive.”




“Okay, I can drive,” Dawn said. “Do you have your medication with you?”




He shook his head. 




“I haven’t had a migraine since the knighting,” he admitted. “I got out of the habit of carrying it, and Hobard always had backup medication.”




They reached the car, and Dawn paused.




Technically, she could drive the car. Giles had given her a handful of lessons on driving standard, and he’d always been very nice about the terrible things she’d done to his car’s gears. It seemed criminal to do to Dima’s gorgeous little car what she’d done to Giles’s battered Citroen.




“You can’t drive?” she asked him.




“There’s a…” and he gestured, flapping his left hand like a flag on a pole, just at the outside edge of his vision. “I can’t.”




“Okay,” she answered. 




Needs must when the devil drives, as Giles would say. 




Dima handed her the keys, and she made sure he was belted in. She brought up her phone’s GPS, laid in the course back to his apartment building, and started the car. The clutch was stiff, and the steering wheel was a great deal more challenging to turn than she expected. It was probably old enough that it didn’t have power steering.




“Dima, how old is this car?” she asked.




“It was my grandfather’s,” he replied, keeping his eyes closed. “It’s a DB6 Mark II, released in 1971.”




“Right,” she said, quailing a bit. 




No power steering, no power brakes or ABS, none of the things that made cars a little less than lethal missiles with style. And it was probably worth more than her.




She drove it like she was juggling eggs on a plate. Her starts left a little to be desired, while she learned the give and take of the clutch and gas pedal. She didn’t bother trying to master downshifting to control the speed, though Giles had explained how to do it. Her worst moment was when she stalled the car while pulling out from a green light with traffic behind her.




“Put it in second,” Dima said without opening his eyes, “keep the clutch in and let it roll forward. Stay off the brake.”




Luckily, they were on a downward slope in the correct direction for this to work. They built up a little speed, though not enough to keep the car behind her from honking.




“Release the clutch,” Dima ordered, “and re-engage it before it stalls again.”




She did, and the engine roared to life. She let the clutch out as she gave it gas, got it up to speed, shifted to third, and then to fourth, catching up with the rest of the traffic.




“Holy crap!” she exclaimed, delighted. “That’s better magic than some of the spells Willow casts!”




“Very well done,” Dima murmured.




He stayed silent the rest of the drive. 




Once parked and out of the car, she took his arm.




“Here, lean on me,” she said, bringing his arm around her shoulder, and putting her arm around his waist.




“Everything okay?” Mrs. Washington called from her mailbox as Dawn steered him to the elevator.




“He’s not feeling well,” she told him.




Mrs. Washington studied them.




“You got some packages delivered,” she said. “I’ll make sure they get to you.”




“Thank you,” Dima said, keeping his voice soft, because apparently even that hurt.




In the elevator, he leaned against the wall and kept his hand over his eyes. 




“There’s a small key on my keychain,” he said. “It matches the keyhole on the panel. Put it in, turn it to the right, punch the floor, and then hit the close door button.”




She did so, wondering at the elaborateness when they’d gone up to his floor without any extra measures the last time she’d been there.




“It takes us directly up with no other stops,” he whispered. “Normally, I don’t bother. My tenants have as much right to the elevator as I do.”




“Don’t worry about it,” Dawn told him.




When she got him in, he flinched from every sound. She took him to the master bedroom and pulled the drapes.




“Where’s your medication?” she asked. 




“It’s in the nightstand,” he said, pointing. 




She got him a glass of water and gave him the first dose, but he didn’t relax. 




“I’m going to need a basin,” he whispered. 




She hurried to the kitchen, went through his cupboards, and found a stainless steel bowl. He took it and held it in his lap while she wet down a washcloth. Before she was done, she heard him retching and ran back to him.




“Dima, it’s okay,” she told him, putting the washcloth on the back of his neck. 




He’d gone profoundly still and pale, and when he started vomiting again, she took the bowl and held it for him. It wasn’t pretty, but after seeing him through a bout of cholera—even though she was hustled from the room every time he started purging—she could endure the smell and sound of it. She checked the bowl and saw that he’d brought up the pills before they’d even had a chance to break down. She couldn’t imagine giving him another dose would help.




“Do you think you’re going to bring any more up?” she asked.




“No,” he whispered, hoarse. 




He held perfectly still, any movement apparently making the pain even worse. 




“Okay, let me take care of you,” she said. 




She set the bowl aside, took his shoes and socks off, took off his belt and tie, and helped him shrug out of his jacket and waistcoat. Then she eased him back until he laid down on his back on the bed. The windows lacked black out curtains, so she fished around in her satchel until she found the sleeping mask she’d used on several of her trips.




She covered Dima’s eyes with it and brought the elastic around the back of his head. He winced with every motion and finally put a hand on her knee where it rested on the bed.




“Please, the tilting is worse than the pain just now,” he said.




“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. 




From experience, she knew cold helped, so she went back to the kitchen and made an ice pack. She also picked out another bowl to take with her, so she could dump and clean the first one.




Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a slender gray form slip along the wall and dash into the master bedroom. For a moment, she froze, horrified and trying to imagine how a demon had gotten into his apartment when she’d seen the normal precautions any person familiar with the netherworld had taken. Then she remembered the cat. It had hidden the first time she’d been over, but it must have figured that if Dima was in the bedroom, it was safe to stay with him there.




In the bedroom, she didn’t spot the cat—there were plenty of places for it to hide—and Dima lay on his back, his arm around the basin, breathing very slow, controlled breaths. He had to be hurting a lot. She paused, considered, and decided she might as well give him the same medications House had recommended the last time he’d had a migraine this bad.




She set everything down on the nightstand, taking care to be as quiet as possible, since she knew sound hurt as well. Then she reached into her satchel and pulled out her med kit. Dima had payed to replace all her medications since the ones that hadn’t been destroyed in The Hague had been donated to the American embassy. She’d bought breakproof, childproof bottles for everything, hoping it would discourage any vandals that got into her stuff. Even the precautions Sabrina had built into her bag hadn’t prevented someone from slashing it open with a knife.




She drew the first dose, set it down, and reached over to Dima. She might as well take his shirt off and help him get more comfortable instead of just roll up his sleeve. She put her hand on his chest and then moved to his waistband to unbutton his pants so she could pull out his shirttail.




“No!” He gasped.




He grabbed her wrist in a painfully strong grip.




“Dima! Dima, it’s me,” she said, trying hard not to pull away or twist out of his grasp. “It’s Dawn!”




He’d picked her up before, dragged her bodily out of danger, and lifted her like she weighed as much as a doll, but he’d never used his strength in a way that hurt her.




“What?” he demanded, flinching at the sound of his own voice.




He fumbled at the sleeping mask, lifting it enough to crack an eye open even under the painful bedroom lights.




“Dawn?” He asked.




“It’s me, Dima,” she repeated. “It’s okay. I’m going to take your shirt off and give you two injections, like last time. An anti-emetic and some morphine.”




“Oh,” he exhaled, relaxing with relief. “God, I thought you were Talia.”




He let her do her work, unbuttoning his shirt, pulling it out from his pants, and pulling each arm out of its sleeve.




“Why would I be Talia?” She asked, dubious.




She got him to turn, very gingerly onto one side and then the next so she could get his shirt completely off. 




“If I missed more than a day of school, she would come over to check on me,” he said, settling his head back onto the ice bag. “She never seemed to understand or was willing to believe that I really was in pain.”




She tied a tourniquet around his upper arm, found a vein, slipped the first needle in, released the tourniquet, and gave him the shot of the anti-emetic, then pulled the needle and pressed down with a cotton swab.




She remembered when she, Sabrina, Cole, and Lee had walked in on Talia tormenting him once. Talia had been extremely annoyed at the interruption. She hadn’t really thought about it, except that it was extremely messed up. 




She capped the first needle, uncapped the second, and drew a small dose of morphine.




“Dima?”




He had relaxed a little as the anti-emetic took effect and sighed.




“Dima, what did she do?” Dawn asked.




“”She thought it was funny to fuck me when I couldn’t push her off,” he mumbled. 




She stopped breathing.




“Ah, that’s better,” he whispered. “It wasn’t how much it hurt, though it did. It was that I was afraid I would be sick and wouldn’t be able to clear my airway.”




“That’s never going to happen again,” she managed to say.




She gave him the second shot, waiting as he slowly unwound, and his grimace faded. His breathing evened out and deepened. After several minutes, he looked like he’d fallen asleep.




“Better?” she asked.




“Much better,” he said, almost slurring his words. “Thank you.”




“Okay,” she said. “I’m going to turn off the lights. Try to get some sleep. I’ll check on you.”




He managed a tiny nod, and she left, turning off the lights as she went.




She paused in the bathroom to dump the contents of the bowl into the toilet and flush it. Then she took it into the kitchen and silently washed it out. She left it in the sink while she unloaded the dishwasher. Her wrist still hurt, and from the looks, she’d have a circle of bruises in a few hours.




After a moment, she had to stop working. She shook so hard she was afraid she would drop a glass or a dish. Finally, she leaned back against the counter and cried, hand over her mouth, trying not to make noise. After a moment, a knock at the door interrupted her. She wiped her eyes, grabbed a paper towel, and blew her nose. She’d ordered a lot of groceries and staples off Amazon the last time she’d been over, and deliveries were due.




She checked the spy hole in the door and saw Mrs. Washington waiting outside.




“Oh, hi!” Dawn said as brightly as she could when she opened the door. “Mrs. Washington, how can I help you?”




“Baby, this is for Mr. Hentzau,” Mrs. Washington said, holding out a lidded pitcher. “I made it for his mama when she had her headaches. It’s ginger water with some lemon juice and sugar. It’ll settle his stomach.”




Mrs. Washington reminded her of Nurse and of many other women she’d encountered who probably should have been put in charge of the entire world or at least the country—wise, kind, cynical, and no-nonsense.




“Thank you,” Dawn said, taking the pitcher. “You knew his mother?”




“Mmm-hmmm,” Mrs. Washington said. “Sweet lady. Tougher than she looked, too.”




“I know Dima will want to hear anything you remember about her,” Dawn said.




“Oh, we’re due for a sit down,” she said. “I invited him over for dinner any time he likes. He hasn’t taken me up on it yet.”




“Oh, he doesn’t get that,” Dawn explained. “He doesn’t drop by. If you want him over, pick a day, write a note, and give it to him, and tell me. I’ll make sure he gets there.”




“I can do that,” Mrs. Washington said. “Now you make sure he knows, I’ll change the date if it doesn’t work. Do you know what he likes?”




Dawn managed a smile, thinking of their first lunch together, when he proved he knew a frightening amount about her tastes.




“Steak, seafood, pork, and chicken, in that order,” she said. “And he mentioned that he wanted to try more traditional American cuisine.”




Mrs. Washington laughed with a wheezy voice. “Funny how it’s cuisine when they charge you an arm and a leg for it but just food when you eat it at home. Don’t you worry. I’ll have a table laid out for him.”




“He’ll like that,” she said.




She glanced back towards the bedroom where he slept. 




“Baby, you okay?” the old woman asked.




Dawn collected herself.




“I’m okay,” she said. “I just don’t like it when he’s sick.”




“Well, you give him some of that ginger water,” Mrs. Washington instructed, “and he can take his medicines and keep them down. Then he’ll be better.”




“I will,” Dawn answered.




“And I’ll have my grandson bring those packages up,” she added. “Office does a terrible job keeping track of them, and they close at one. Mr. Hentzau said he’s putting me in charge of it.”




Considering that Mrs. Washington was retired and had her finger on the pulse of the building, and wrangled three grandsons and a granddaughter to boot, it looked like Dima had made a good choice.




“Thank you,” Dawn said. “Just have them knock, and I’ll come get them.”




Once Mrs. Washington was on her way, Dawn considered the gift of ginger water. It wasn’t that she thought Mrs. Washington could possibly be up to no good, but she was very aware of security measures now that Dima had mentioned his concerns. The anti-emetic drug only stopped him from throwing up. It didn’t actually make his stomach feel better. Ginger, she knew, was a remedy for stomach problems back to antique times.




So, she poured herself a small glass and drank it, figuring she could be the guinea pig. It tasted good—like flat ginger ale, only not as sweet. Her stomach felt pleasantly warm. She waited half an hour, and since that was it, she poured a glass for Dima.




Inside the darkened bedroom, Dima slept, snoring softly. Curled up at his side was Ashera, the savannah cat Talia had given him. She was a small—for savannah cats—female, and she looked up at Dawn with golden green eyes, enormous ears, and small dots of black on her sand colored coat.




“Just you wait, kitty,” Dawn said. “I ordered tuna. I will be the best friend you’ve ever had.”




Offended, Ashera got up and stalked off, unwilling to share space with her. 




“Dima, it’s me,” she said, shaking his shoulder a little.




She had to shake him three times before he stirred, raising a hand slightly.




“Dima, Mrs. Washington brought you some ginger water to settle your stomach,” she said. “I tried it, and it’s fine. I want you to drink this glass and try another dose of your medications.”




He nodded, turning onto his side and accepting the glass. He drank it slowly, holding a mouthful, leaning his head back, and dropping in the pills she gave him. The migraine meds worked best if they were taken just before or after the start of a migraine. This was playing catch up, but it was better than nothing if it meant they got the migraine under control before the morphine wore off.




“Cold,” he whispered, lying down on his side.




Well, the only clothes he had on were his pants, and his head had been sitting on an icebag wrapped in a wet washcloth. His skin was cold.




“Hang on,” she said.




She went through his closet and found his pajamas—a pair of drawstring pants and a soft t-shirt. She helped him sit up, though he kept the mask on and moved very carefully, and helped him pull the t-shirt on. Then helped him off with his pants and on with the pajama bottoms. She pulled the covers back on the bed and helped him back in, under the covers, and put the icebag back under his head.




“Does it still hurt?” she asked, keeping her voice low.




“It’s much better,” he replied.




Which meant it still hurt.




“How’s your stomach?” she asked.




“Much better,” he said. 




“I’ll bring you another glass, and you can sip it,” she said.




She pulled the blanket up to his shoulders and smoothed it down.




“Dawn, thank you,” he whispered. “I…I don’t know what I would have done if I’d been alone.”




“Oh, I think dear old Taekwon would have happily quit on the spot and hired on as your valet if you’d asked,” she said. 




“I mean it,” he said, squeezing her hand.




“Dima, I love you,” she told him. “We take care of each other, right? I call you when I have a bad dream, you tell me when you have a migraine. Okay?”




“Okay,” he exhaled. 




She smoothed his hair back from his head. He was growing it out again, and once it was past three-quarters of an inch in length, it started curling. Just then, his hair was damp from the washcloth. She kissed him on the forehead and saw the corners of his mouth turn up infinitesimally. 




And Talia, she thought, Talia had seen him like this, and she had climbed on top of him and forced him to have sex when his head was filled with blinding pain. She had left him terrified he would choke on his own vomit because he was too weak, too nauseated, and in too much pain to fight back.




The last time she’d felt this much rage, she’d fully expected that she’d have to kill Spike for trying to rape Buffy. Her jaw ached from clenching it. She even thought she maybe understood why Dima had endured it. The Romanovs were too powerful to annul the betrothal. His parents were gone. He’d known Talia since he was fourteen. There was literally no one else on his side. She felt sick thinking about it.




Once she refilled his glass and set it on the nightstand, she went back to the front door at the sound of a knock and found that two of Mrs. Washington’s grandsons were there, each with a stack of boxes. They came in silently and put the boxes on the counter in the kitchen. She must have told them what a migraine was.




“Thank you,” Dawn said.




“You welcome,” the older of the two boys said. “You need anything, you just let us know. Mama say ‘whatever Mr. Hentzau wants, you see he gets.’ ”




Dawn blinked in surprise, but the younger boy dusted his hands on his pants and nodded.




“Our uncle’s been in jail for three months now,” he said. “On a bullshit charge. Couldn’t get bail because it was set so high. Mama tells Mr. Hentzau, Mr. Hentzau calls his lawyer, two days later, our uncle’s out on his own recognizance, and the lawyer says he’s gonna get the charges dropped. You better believe he gets whatever he wants.”




He said the last sentence with a nod towards Dima’s bedroom.




“And he got Mama’s window fixed,” the older one said. “Oh, yeah, she like him. It’s like what she said, when the king comes home, all those problems get fixed. Hey, little kitty.”




Ashera had emerged from her hiding spot and begun winding herself around the two boys’ ankles, looking up at them in rapt adoration.




“Oh, I see how it is,” Dawn said to the cat. 




The boys took turns letting Ashera smell their hands and rub her face on them. 




“Why does your mom call Dmitri a king?” Dawn asked. 




“Well, he gets called ‘Your Highness’, don’t he?” the older boy asked. 




“Yes,” Dawn agreed, “but that’s left over from the end of the Holy Roman Empire. Before then, the graf answered only to the Emperor and sat on both the Imperial Diet and the Bench of Counts. When Napoleon started beating up on the German states and pressured them to reform, the Holy Roman Emperor stripped a whole list of princes, dukes, and counts of Imperial rights but said they got to be called ‘Illustrious Highness” for counts and “Serene Highness” for princes. Hentzau, Strackencz, Strelsau, Moldau, and Krumlov-Budejovice got together, elected Thomas the First as the new king of the new Ruritania, and told Napoleon and the Holy Roman Emperor to go suck eggs. They kept the titles, too.”




The boys exchanged a look.




“No wonder Mama likes him so much,” the younger one said. “That’s better than her soaps. Ain’t nobody called ‘Serene’ or ‘Illustrious’ in those. Not even Downton Abbey.”




“Hey, we got to be goin’,” the older one said. “Still need to get that walker to Michael’s mama.”




“I’ll see you guys around,” Dawn said, managing a smile.




They nodded and shuffled out, pushing Ashera back so she didn’t escape into the hallway, as much as she wanted to follow them.






She put away all the deliveries and then checked on Dima, who slept comfortably. She finished unloading the dishwasher, loaded it up again, and ran it on the hottest cycle it could take. She made herself a sandwich and put together Mexican chicken casserole for dinner and put it in the fridge under a layer of aluminum foil. Then she put together the dust mop and ran it through the apartment, which had hardwood floors except for a few area rugs. 




She checked on Dima and gave him the next dose of his migraine medication, which he very nearly slept through. Then she dug out a laser pointer out of her satchel and spent ten minutes getting Ashera to run up walls, over furniture, and do backflips in an attempt to catch it. She used the manual can opener to break out the tuna and indelibly linked the sound and taste in Ashera’s brain. The cat let Dawn pet her as she ate, which Dawn counted as a win.




She took out her pad and pencil and drew Ashera five times, the doorway onto the patio, the grand piano and its arrangement of dried flowers, Dima asleep, and herself in the mirror above the couch.




She checked on Dima and gave him his last dose, and then she took her laptop out onto the patio and translated Assyrian tablets for most of an hour. She tried to figure out the entertainment system, failed, and watched animal videos on her laptop. When Ashera jumped up on the table and pawed at the screen, she changed it to bird videos. 




She checked on Dima, found him sprawled and snoring, and let him be. Then she wandered the apartment. The second bedroom had an incredible view of the Potomac and Arlington, and it was decorated in Louis XV style, a bit rococo for her tastes, but then it was also completely out of her budget, so she didn’t think it was fair to scoff. The office not only had the portrait of Dima’s family she’d seen in Strelsau, but there was a charcoal nude she recognized from the time she’d posed for her classmates. It had been one of her favorites, showing her resting on her hands and one hip, her hair pulled back in a chignon. Hentzau had gone and bought it! She wondered why it didn’t bother her at all, when the thought of Lee, Tarlenheim, or one of the other men she knew at school would have bothered her to no end. Maybe it was because she knew Hentzau’s family made a practice of collecting, but she knew it wasn’t that. Or at least not all that.




The third bedroom had art deco furniture and the barre with a mirrored wall. She slipped her shoes off and went to stand at the barre, facing the patio and its view of Arlington. Buffy had been all about ice skating, but when Dawn had been a little girl, she’d wanted to be a ballerina. She’d taken five years of lessons, ending when they moved to Sunnydale, and Mom hadn’t been able to afford them anymore. She’d longed for the hours of music and highly trained movements, the tights and leotards, the shoes—which she knew could only be true because she’d never gone en pointe. 




Then there’d been Sweet, and she hadn’t done as much as a plié since.




She took out her phone, flipped through the apps to her music and brought up Satie’s Gymnopedie, which Lee had identified for her when she’d asked him about the sad, all alone, rainy day piano music she remembered from her stretching and barre exercises. She put it on and began the series of stretches and movements she remembered. Plié, passé, plié, relevé in each position and on both sides, rond de jambe and tendu in the same manner, and then everything again in demi-pointe with her arms in first, second, and fifth positions, not relying on the barre.




“Lovely.”




Startled, she looked back and saw Dima standing in the doorway. She smiled, relieved.




“Feeling better?” she asked, going to him.




He’d taken a shower and wore only his pajama bottoms. Ashera twined around his bare feet.




“I am,” he answered, leaning over and kissing her.




And what a kiss. He put his hand on her waist and pulled her in. She had to lean back a little and put her arms around his neck, thrilled with his bare skin. It lasted nearly a minute with little nibblings, tongues touching, and nuzzling.




“I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I’m afraid I’ve lost us most of a day.”




“You don’t even get to worry about that,” she said. “You were pretty miserable.”




“Mmm, I was,” he answered. “And I’m still not feeling entirely myself. I’d rather not go out.”




“I have a casserole ready to go in,” she said. “And we could put a movie on. Do you think you’ll be well enough to drive me back to Angela and Hodgins?”




“I think so,” he answered, moving a lock of her hair back from her face. “Though you did well enough driving yourself.”




“That brute?” she asked. “No thanks.”




He smiled, and the world was a better place.






“Dawn, why do you keep staring at me?” Dima asked. “I’m fine.”




She had been demonstrating the basics of dishwashing to him—what needed to be soaked, what could simply be scraped and added to the dishwasher, how to add the silverware.




“What?” she asked, startled.




“Every other time I’ve looked up,” he said, “you’ve been studying me, like you’re worried I’m going to relapse back into the cholera.”




“Oh, geeze, don’t do that,” she said, trying to laugh.




He set his dishtowel to the side, and she automatically picked it up and laid it out so it could dry without getting stinky.




“What is it?” he asked. “You’ve seen me with a migraine twice before. They don’t happen often, thank heavens, and it’s been six months for me since my last. I doubt it’ll be less time than that for the next.”




“No, it’s just…” and she paused, trying to put together what to say. “It’s just I’m still trying to figure out how to handle what you told me.”




“What I told you?” he asked, baffled.




She swallowed.




“About what Talia did to you when you were down for more than a day with your migraine.”




For a moment, he had no idea what she was talking about, and then he blushed hot red and looked away.




“I hadn’t realized I’d said that out loud,” he admitted.




“I don’t know what to do,” she said.




He sighed and turned back to her. 




“Dawn, love, you don’t have to do anything,” he said. “It happened. It’s over. I am free of her. If I get a little…twitchy while I’m laid low, it will get better with time.”




“I wish I could…gah, beat her or challenge her to a duel or just…drop her in a volcano,” Dawn said, her emotions churning again. “Fucking rapist bitch. God, I want h—”




“What?!” he demanded.




“What?” she asked.




“What you just called her,” he said.




“A fucking rapist bitch,” Dawn repeated. “Because that’s what she is.”




He laughed, hard and short. 




“Dawn, she did not rape me.”




She stopped and looked up at him. He was angry, but not with Talia.




“What do you call it, then?” she asked, at a loss.




“I don’t call it anything,” he answered. “The times she did that to me—”




“Times?” Dawn nearly shrieked. “It happened more than once?”




Which she should have realized, seeing as how one of the triggers for his migraines had been any reference to or contact with Sycorax.




“It’s over, Dawn,” he insisted. “What she did was morally wrong to say the least, but it wasn’t…it wasn’t rape. And now I’m moving on to a far better part of my life.”




“I don’t think it’s that simple, Dima,” she said, her heart twisting in her chest.




“I choose to make it that simple,” he told her.




He took her hands and drew her to him.




“And so far, the best part of that life, better even than getting Talia out of it, is making you part of it,” he murmured to her. “Please, don’t worry. I’m fine. In fact, I look forward to showing you just how fine I am.”




She managed a smile and then laid her head on his chest. She couldn’t dismiss her worry as easily as he did, and she knew if she tried to keep talking about it, he was bound to get angry with her, which was the last thing she wanted.




“Okay,” she said, looking up, “but…if it’s ever not fine, will you tell me?”




“Oh, very well,” he said, clearly humoring her. “If it’s ever not fine, I will tell you.”




That was what allowed her to set her worry aside and focus on the rest of the evening.





The Purpose of Diplomacy



Sunday mornings, Dima went to church. He hadn’t settled on a parish yet but was visiting different churches to see which one he liked best. Dawn slept in for the first time since she’d left Cleveland. In the late morning and early afternoon, she babysat Michael Vincent, and while she couldn’t handle him like a football the way Dima did, she managed to get through the block of several hours with only three diaper changes, two bottles, and one crying spell. 




She talked to Buffy and updated her on things with Dima, though she didn’t mention what Talia had done. It didn’t seem like hers to share, and she had no doubt that Dima would have been furious if she had.




“I think it’s your Keyness,” Buffy said, speculating on the cause of all those Tarot cards turning up in the same order. “Maybe it’s pushing around the probability factors until it gets its way.”




“Yeah, well, I wish it would stop,” Dawn answered, jogging Michael Vincent on her knee while holding him with an arm around his stomach. “So how’s Oz?”




Oz had been touchy about the loss of five dogs, not including Gretel’s Munin, when the Weeping Angels had attacked. There had been more than thirty dogs at Haven, and everyone had their favorite but to Oz, they weren’t just dogs, they were pack members. Xander had decreed that the memorial service they’d held for Andrew would include the dogs, and they would install a monument to members of the Slayer Council who died while in service. The names of those who’d died in Sunnydale would go first, then Andrew, then the dogs. It had gone a long way to mollifying Oz’s temper.




“Oh, he’s on a mission,” Buffy said. “Contact and possible recruitment. He took Ari, Lucy, Baxter, and Willow with him. He looked pretty stoked.”




“Where to?” Dawn asked. 




There hadn’t been any talk of recruitment missions while she’d been there.




“You remember that town you were in when you ran into those werewolves?” Buffy asked. “Beacon Hill? Turns out it exists in this world too, and it was totally off our radar.”




Dawn steadied the baby.




“How could it be off the radar?” She asked. “The guy I talked to, Derek, he made it sound like they had werewolf family reunions every full moon.”




“Well, that’s just it,” Buffy said. “We did some checking, and there’s literally no mention of it in the Watcher records because—get this—there’s been no vampire activity there at all. Like, ever. Like since the town was founded.”




“Wow,” Dawn said, amazed. “Think we could hook them up with Santa Clarita to show them how it’s done?”




“Heh, if only,” Buffy responded, and Dawn could hear the smile in her voice. “Oz did look at us like we were kind of crazy when we were so puzzled. Apparently werewolves and vampires are all Betty and Joan, and if there’s a strong werewolf clan in the area, vampires steer clear.”




“I did not know that,” Dawn said. “That’s pretty awesome.”




“Which is not to say there isn’t something really weird going on in that town,” Buffy continued. “Jenny had Guardian take a look, and their missing persons file is as thick as Sunnydale’s. They used to be the site of a Japanese internment camp during World War II, except all but a few of the records were destroyed. Willow did a quick read, and she’s says there’s a power source there that rivals the Hellmouth, but it’s not demonic.”




“And they’ve got werewolves?” Dawn asked. “Yow!”




“Right?” Buffy answered. “So, Oz and Willow are going as senior members to try to meet up with the pack alpha. Lucy and Ari are going along for experience.”




“And Baxter,” Dawn added. “That’s awesome.”




“So what’s this shindig tonight?” Buffy asked. “I love the pic of the dress you sent me.”




“Yeah, it’s my first official public date with Dima,” she said. “There’s a charity ball at the British ambassador’s residence. Apparently, they do one every year around this date, and it’s a really big deal for the smaller embassies.”




Ruritania definitely had one of the smaller embassies in Washington DC. The two countries were on polite, if neutral, terms. Ruritania had never accepted any American aid, even after the end of World War II when it was overrun by refugees. It had never given the US preferential treatment, either. It lacked any extradition treaty, which was why Lee’s mother had been able to stay there with no repercussions. There were no trade agreements, though the US was pushing for one concerning the rare earth metals available in Hentzau and Moldau. 




“The idea is to get everyone used to seeing Dima with me instead of Talia,” Dawn explained. “His boss, Secundus, has known about the annulment since it went through, but Dima only told the other staff last week. He wants to make sure everyone understands that I’m for real.”




“Didn’t sound like the tsar was too thrilled with things going down the way they did,” Buffy noted.




“Yeah,” Dawn said. “Dima said he thinks there’ll be at least one attempt to embarrass him into going back to Talia, so he told me to gird my loins.”




“Oy. Well, send pictures, okay?” Buffy instructed.




“Once Angela saw the dress, I knew I wasn’t getting out of this without lots of them,” Dawn admitted.






Once Angela and Hodgins were back from their outing, Dawn went upstairs to get ready. Hodgins had money, Dawn had been told, more money than Dima, but he was very low key about it, choosing to live in a suburban house in Georgetown rather than his family’s mansion. Still, Angela occasionally made use of it by doing things like upgrading the bathroom. It wasn’t quite as nice as the master bathroom at Hentzau’s, but it was very nice all the same.




She stepped out of the shower, hair wrapped in a towel, and considered herself in the mirror. She’d finally gotten back up to the weight House had told her to reach and stick to. She couldn’t tell by looking if it was better or worse than any other weight. She still had a small gap between her thighs. Her knees, she thought, were too bony. She liked that she had long legs, but sometimes, she thought that Sabrina’s shorter, more curvaceous form, was sexier. She was definitely more huggable. 




Then there were the scars. She had almost trained herself out of looking at the ones on her stomach. The handful of long, horizontal knife scars had been a gift from Doc, when she’d been chained at the top of Glorificus’s tower. They were why Buffy had died, sacrificing herself to stop the growing rupture between worlds. As much as she could, she ignored them, though sometimes, a waistband rubbed against them the wrong way, and she had to put bandaids on the irritated parts. Then there was the scar on the inside of her left forearm. That was self-inflicted, and she still cringed when she thought about it. 




Thanks to the adventures at school, she had a whole new selection of scars. Thin lines on her calves and ankles from when Salem had forced her at clawpoint to leave Dracula’s nest and find her cohort mates. More scars on her toes and the soles of her feet from having run barefoot through Strelsau Under. But worst of all were the fangmarks left by Dracula on the left side of her throat, where he’d bitten her.




Uncomfortably, she rubbed the two depressed, white marks. She’d taken to wearing makeup over them, as people always asked questions. Dima had done the same, he told her, especially when the scars on his wrists and elbows from Dracula’s wives were visible. In Strelsau, they knew about vampires, and anyone who’d been bitten by a vampire and survived was left under a terrible cloud of suspicion, as if it had been their fault they’d been bitten. One of Holofernes’s cohort, Gizlis, had accused her of inviting Dracula’s attention, which had always seemed to her like blaming a rape victim for her rape because she’d worn a short skirt or been in the wrong part of twon.




Her thoughts faltered there. What did you do for someone who deliberately minimized and shrugged off what had happened to them, as if it was only an inconvenience, a frustration now dismissed and forgotten? Buffy had been shaken for weeks after Spike had almost raped her, and even after that, she had a violent reaction to anyone touching her the same way. In fact, Dima’d had the same reaction when she’d touched him. Her right wrist was now a wreath of purple bruises, tender to the touch and sore when she used it. 




No matter how hard she picked at the matter, she couldn’t figure out what to do. So, she sighed and set it aside, thinking about how Giles had advised her more than once that when faced with a knotty problem, taking a break and working on something completely different or getting a good night’s sleep was essential. She just didn’t think that was going to help with this. 




Angela knocked on the door.




“Ready?” she called.




Dawn pulled on her robe and opened the door.




“As I’ll ever be,” she answered.






It took ten minutes apiece to get the kid gloves on, with Angela dusting both the gloves and Dawn’s arms liberally with talcum and then slowly, methodically working the skin tight leather up from the fingertips.




“I’m sorry this is such a pain,” Dawn apologized. “I’m going for this whole look, and the details make or break it.”




“Nope,” Angela said, a lock of hair dropping into her eyes. She blew it out of the way. “Don’t even worry about it. I’m actually getting a little nostalgic. I used to do this once or twice a week, though, I will say, kid feels a lot nicer than latex, and it does breathe.”




Angela took the first glove, gathered up the length of it, and then had Dawn put her hand in. She took Dawn’s hand and inspected her wrist.




“What happened?” Angela asked, her tone guarded.




Dawn sighed.




“That was me being stupid and grabbing at Dima while he was dozing, without warning him first,” Dawn explained.




“Dima did this?” Angela asked, more wary.




“Okay, yes, Dima did that,” Dawn agreed, “but he doesn’t even know he did that. I startled him, which, considering his combat experience and the fact that he had a migraine, was not a good idea. He grabbed my hand before he woke up, and as soon as he realized it was me, he let go.”




Angela’s face drew with worry, and she considered Dawn’s wrist, where the bruises were puffy and brightly discolored.




“Maybe that’s something you should talk to him about?” she asked gravely. “If he’s got sleep disturbances, he might have some PTSD. Don’t let the facade fool you, Dawn. He could be seriously hurting. And don’t let that ever excuse him doing something to hurt you.”




“I know,” Dawn answered. “But this really was an accident. Dima would never raise a hand to me.”




That didn’t assuage Angela.




“Baby, there are a lot of women out there who said that about the man they love, only they turned out to be wrong,” she told Dawn. “Here’s the thing: we all want to believe the man we love is a good through and through, and most of them are. Some of them, though, fake it until they have you committed to them, and then they start breaking off bits of you, crippling you, so you can’t leave. The worst part is, you can’t tell them apart just by looking at them or even by talking to them. You have to wait and watch, and part of you has to be ready to walk away the moment you realize he’s an abuser.”




Dawn stared at her, horrified.




“You don’t really think Dima’s abusive, do you?” she asked.




“No,” Angela said, shaking her head. “And I’ve been with Hodgins long enough now that I know he’s not abusive. But the thing is, I could be wrong. So could you. Society’s made it pretty clear that beating up your wife or girlfriend is not okay, so the abusers out there aren’t obvious anymore, and they don’t start with something obvious like a punch to the face. They start small and work their way up.”




“I’ve known Dima for months now,” Dawn said. “We fought side by side. He saved my life. I saved his. We’re friends.”




“Yeah, and now you’re intimate,” Angela said. “And for some guys, that kind of relationship comes with a whole new set of rules on how to treat someone. I am not saying Dima’s a bad guy. Personally, I like him. I am saying that anytime you get into a new relationship, you’re at increased risk, so just…be aware.”




“Okay,” Dawn said, nodding.




“Now, let’s get the other glove on,” she said.




She started with the right hand glove, working it finger by finger onto Dawn’s hand.




“Why’d you stop doing your latex thing?” Dawn asked.




“Oh, you know,” Angela said, blowing her bangs out of her eyes again, “got all tied up at work, then I had Michael Vincent. While you’re here, I should probably schedule a night for me and Hodgins to hit some of the old favorites. He does like seeing me in those gloves. His only complaint was that the pants I got him chafed something wicked.”




Aaaaand that was a visual she didn’t need but now had.




Once the gloves were in place, Angela worked on her hair and makeup. Hair was a modified Gibson Girl sweep, which Dawn’s hair—long as it was—was barely able to pull off. Angela worked magic, not just with product, hair dryer, and curlers, but with pads pinned into her hair to add volume and height. 




“You’ll have to keep your chin up the entire time,” Angela advised her. 




“I hadn’t planned on eating, anyway,” Dawn replied.




“Probably just as we-what the heck happened here?”




Angela had found the fang scars Dracula had left.




Dawn inhaled.




“Ran into a guy last semester, called himself Dracula,” she explained. “He pulled some shit on me and my roommate Sabrina. Dima practically cut him to pieces and then turned him over to the authorities.”




Angela looked properly horrified.




“You’re okay?” she asked. “Because that sounds fairly freaking traumatic.”




“Yeah,” Dawn said. “It was a thing. It really, really sucked at the time. Sabrina and I kind of stuck to each other like glue. We got over it.”




“Well, I’m glad to hear it,” Angela said, picking up some concealer. “We’ll make sure this doesn’t get noticed.”




Dawn held still while Angela began her work, and she wondered if she’d just done the same thing Dima had. Dracula had brought her under his will. Even knowing exactly what had happened, she hadn’t been able to resist his orders. It had only been his profound arrogance and Salem’s determination to rescue his goddaughter that had gotten her out of there. It had been Dima’s willingness to use the tiny bit of chrism his family had to destroy Dracula’s control over her, and that…that had hurt so badly, she walled off the memory of it and put it away so it couldn’t jump out and scare her. 




Had she done the same thing? She honestly didn’t know.




“You’re thinking,” Angela said, applying eyeliner with a sure hand.




“Yeah,” Dawn admitted. “I just…spending all this time with Dima, in a new place, and he’s got all this new stuff going on, I keep finding out more about him. It’s almost all good, but…so much bad stuff has happened to him, Angela. He does his ‘I am Hentzau’ bit, and he shuts it off.”




“Bad stuff like his parents dying, I’m guessing?” Angela said. “Yeah, a lot of the stuff we tell men is pretty damn toxic. Man up, boys don’t cry, all that. And then we get all judgmental when it turns out that they believed us and aren’t really dealing with their emotions.”




“Something like that,” Dawn said. “Plus, he’s got the whole Ruritanian nobility stuff going. No vulnerability, no weakness, nothing anyone can take advantage of.”




“Ew,” Angela said. “And I’m betting there’s some stuff bottled up. How could there not be? You know who would be good for him?”




“Who?”




“Booth,” Angela answered. “He’s Catholic, he’s law enforcement—which is probably the closest you’ll get to the Ruritanian nobility complex around here—and he takes being the good guy very, very seriously. We should lock them in a closet together and see if they’ll get in touch with their feelings.”




She capped the eyeliner and considered her work. From what Dawn could see in the mirror, it was exquisite. The color of her eyes popped, and the eyeliner, mascara, and shadow emphasized every glance and movement of her lashes. She looked fey and mysterious.




“Next, lips,” Angela said. “You want me to set up a barbecue in the backyard here? Booth will definitely come if there’s meat held over fire.”




“That would be wonderful!” Dawn said. “Thank you!”




“No crying!” Angela cried, grabbing tissues. “No crying! You’ll mess up my hard work!”






She was ready when Dima showed up and stood in the living room under the lighting Angela had set up for maximum effect. Dima was chatting with Hodgins when they came in. He looked over, saw her, and abruptly stopped, open mouthed.




“She does look good, doesn’t she?” Hodgins asked. “We’re thinking of keeping her.”




“Not if I have any say,” Dima replied and stepped over to Dawn.




He took her hands in his and kissed her knuckles. 




“You will outshine all the other women tonight,” he murmured to her, kissing her ear where he wouldn’t smudge her makeup. “I look forward to seeing them steam with envy.”




She smiled up at him.




“Should I mention I’m not wearing any clothes under the dress?” she asked, batting her lashes at him.




His cheeks turned bright pink.




“Okay,” Angela called. “Pictures!”




“I’ll get you for that,” he whispered back.




“Oh, god, I hope so,” Dawn answered.




Her dress was the closest thing to a House of Worth creation that a shop of seventeenth century seamstresses could manage. She had never gotten over the beautiful dresses she’d seen at the London brothel she’d stayed at with Holmes and Watson, and with funds at hand, the markets of the Dutch merchant fleet, and determined craftswomen, she and Nurse had set about having the dress designed and made. 




The boned bodice of matte crimson silk skimmed her torso and made her look like she emerged from a blood red rose. The floor length skirt, of a dragon patterned scarlet satin silk spilled into a tucked swag, revealed a front panel of Brussels lace and had a train which, untied, was three feet long. Another length of the scarlet silk wrapped from her back around to her front, reaching the undersides of her breasts. From one shoulder hung a small pouf of ostrich feathers, dyed to match the bodice. On the other shoulder, a crescent of lace was wired into place, standing up just at the end of her collarbone.




Before the pictures, Dima produced a flat leather box, twelve inches by nine inches, and opened it. Angela’s eyes went wide, and Hodgins whistled low.




“You did mention you were wearing red,” Dima said. “I thought you might enjoy the use of a parure for the evening.”




The box contained a ruby and diamond necklace, matching earrings and bracelet, all set in gold. None of the stones was particularly large. In fact, none of the diamonds was much larger than a quarter carat. The settings, however, were exquisite and displayed the striking color of the rubies and dazzle of the diamonds.




“Oh, man, what I wouldn’t give to pop a couple of those in my mass spectrometer,” Hodgins hooted.




“I’ll have to decline,” Dima replied.




“Here,” Angela said, setting her camera aside. “I’ll hold the box while you put them on Dawn.”




So Dawn stood still while he drew the necklace around her, laid it on her collarbones, and then fastened it behind her neck. It was surprisingly cold and heavy. She put the earrings in on her own and allowed him to guide the bracelets onto her wrist.




“No one has worn these since my mother last did,” he told her. “They’re part of the family’s collection.”




“Thank you,” she said, looking up into his eyes.




He smiled.




Angela took endless pictures of Dawn by herself, Dawn and Dima together, and Dima standing alone. Dima wore his white tie and tails very well, especially with a fresh haircut that kept the sides and back tidy but allowed the top to stay long enough to curl. He also wore a green sash with the three orders he’d earned displayed.




“We’d best be going,” Dima said, offering his arm to Dawn.




“Have fun storming the castle!” Angela called, waving.






When Dima handed her out of the car, several camera flashes went off. 




“There’s press?” she asked. 




He offered his arm, and she took it. He glared at one of the photographers bold enough to step out onto the carpet in front of them.




“There is press,” he replied. “I’m told the British embassy allows a certain number of journalists and photographers in the interest of public relations, but they’re no more fond of them than I am. Any misbehavior on their part is liable to see them expelled.”




Oh, he was not happy.




“Dima, this is probably something we should talk about,” she said. “In the US, freedom of the press is considered paramount. Public figures are expected to answer to and respect the media, because the only way for the people to hold the government and other institutions accountable is for them to know what’s going on.”




“Yes, I’m fully aware of that, and I wish to hell we had more of that attitude in Strelsau,” he answered. “However, this is less the checks and balances of a well-informed democracy and more baiting the mobile vulgus with bread and circuses.”




“Hey, count, what’s this one’s name?” one of the reporters called. “How long are you keeping her?”




“Is it true you dumped Natalia Romanov?” another asked. “Count Hentzau?”




She felt his arm tense under her hand.




“Easy, Dima,” she murmured. “They’re trying to get a reaction. Don’t give it to them.”




“They could at least get my title correct,” he grated.




“Hey, we’re here for fun, remember?” she reminded him.




“I would so much rather be at home with you, and the rest of these people could all go and hang themselves,” he answered.




He checked his stride so she didn’t have to hurry. They climbed the stairs to the entrance, where Dima presented his credentials. Inside, an official photographer stood to document each diplomat’s meeting with the British ambassador. Dawn had researched the man when Dima had told her where the event would be. His Excellency, The Honorable James Rassendyll was the third son of the current Earl of Burlesdon, who was the great-great-great-nephew of Rudolf Rassendyll. The Rassendyll family tended to dark hair and eyes, but every now and then, they threw a sport with the same red hair and jade green eyes as the Elphbergs. The ambassador was one of those sports, and Dawn could see the resemblance plainly in his features. He could have passed for a brother or cousin of the queen.




“Hentzau,” the ambassador said, his voice ever so slightly chilly.




Hentzau gave him a bow of the exact correct depth to acknowledge a colleague of greater authority and an aristocrat of lesser standing. Rassendyll gave him a similarly precise bow.




“Your Excellency, may I present Lady Dawn Summers of the United States, currently a student at Queen Flavia University, Saint Drogo’s College,” Dima said.




Dawn curtseyed, going half an inch deeper than she wanted too, figuring it would be better to err on the side of too much respect rather than too little. With the tiniest dry smile, Rassendyll gave her just that much more in his bow to her.




“Lady Dawn, you are welcome,” he said. “I am fascinated by your connections. So few Americans pursue a classical education these days.”




“Well, that is a fault of pragmatism,” she answered. “Hard to pay the bills on rhetoric.”




She felt Dima’s arm twitch, but he kept his expression perfectly bland. Rassendyll’s mouth bent again, and she couldn’t tell if he was amused or offended.




“Your Highness, I hope we have the opportunity to discuss the possibility of trade with regard to the yttrium mines in your grafschaft,” the ambassador said.




“Your Excellency, I am available for discussion at your convenience, but I can promise nothing,” Dima replied, giving him a head nod just short of a bow.




On the way in, Dawn almost asked him why the British ambassador wanted to ask him about yttrium mines when he was in charge of the Ruritanian embassy’s charitable works, not economic policies, let alone statecraft, but a glance from him and a tiny shake of his head stopped her. Well, it probably wasn’t the best place to talk.




“Rassendyll is not a friend,” Dima murmured to her, picking up two glasses of white wine and handing one to her. “He’s testing me or trying to disrupt the talks between Secundus and the US state department, or both.”




The next half-hour was spent making the rounds of the ballroom and being introduced to the diplomatic corps of nearly one hundred different countries. The number of names, languages, and faces was overwhelming, and Dawn was suddenly aware that if she were going to be Dima’s partner and take his side at events like this, she had a whole new occupation, an obligation to learn the ins and outs of this elevated society. She’d only just started considering herself financially independent after a childhood spent worrying about bills and mortgage payments, but the trust fund her father had set up for her, the salary the Council paid, and the stipends both Hentzau and QFU provided, large as they were didn’t even count as chicken feed compared to the vast continent and industry spanning fortunes in the room.




And this was considered a small affair, one that catered to central European countries and attracted other small up and coming economic powers. The state department had sent only one staffer. The larger European powers like France and Germany had sent lower level functionaries. There were only a few sovereign nations that still recognized noble titles—the United Kingdom, Graustark, Lichtenstein, the Duchy of Fenwick, Luxembourg, Genovia, Monaco, and Galazon, among others—but the great families of Europe, whether they retained their titles or not, moved through the world like elephants through the savanna, impervious to everything in their world.




She realized halfway through her metaphor that she’d given herself a fine case of nerves. Just in time to grapple with that, Dima brought her to a group of people she realized had to be his fellow staff from the Ruritanian embassy.




“Sir,” he greeted the oldest man there, who stood straight, tall, and slender with a head of fine silver hair, “may I introduce Lady Dawn Summers, the young woman of which I told you. Dawn, this is Alexander von Holofernes, His Grace, Duke of Strackencz and Her Majesty’s Ambassador to the United States.”




Dawn cut a deep curtsy, keeping herself as straight as a blade. Unlike British peers who limited the use of a title to the head of the family and granted courtesy titles only to his heir, in Ruritania, all the children of the patriarch were granted use of the title as well, though only the heir could bequeath it to his children. Thus, Alexander von Holofernes, the second son of the last Duke of Strackencz and brother to the current one, was titled Duke and called His Grace, his own children—like Agnes had been—were lords and ladies by courtesy only. Their children, unless they earned or married into another title, were not even granted that.




“Sir,” she said.




“Lady Dawn,” Secundus said in a warm voice, “it is a pleasure to meet you. Hentzau here is a discreet fellow, but what he has said about you has left me filled with anticipation.”




“Oh,” Dawn managed. “I’ll have to talk to him about that. I’d really rather be underestimated and exceed that on introduction than overestimated and fall short.”




He laughed. “You do quite well. May I introduce the members of my staff?”




He gestured to the assortment of individuals who’d turned from their conversations towards them. They all had vaguely familiar features, and she realized that if she didn’t know their relatives from school, she’d probably seen them in the court events she’d attended.




“Sie hat wohl scharfe Knie,” one of the men said sotto voce to a neighbor.




“Our guest is American,” Secundus snapped, his voice turning hard as steel. “You will speak English in her presence.”




“Oh, that’s—” Dawn started, and Dima squeezed her hand with his arm. “That’s very considerate of you. Thank you.”




He took her hand and held it at chest height and brought her around to each of the members in turn. Edelwehr, Moldau, Kirchenau, Hellerstern, and Ochsenpfad, and each of their spouses, fiances, or dates. Kirchenau was the one who’d said she probably had sharp knees, and his expression made it plain that he was certain she hadn’t understood. Considering that attending Queen Flavia University required full fluency in German, plus two other modern languages and one classical language, she understood why Dima had already complained about Kirchenau’s stupidity. 




No one had corrected him, and Secundus had set her up to be able to listen in to their comments without them realizing it. 




She noticed she was getting glances from both men and women all around them. Most of them were neutral and appraising. A few looked unpleasantly surprised, and a bare handful looked amused or approving.




“Hentzau, I shall steal your sweet lady for a short time, if you don’t mind,” Secundus declared.




“Of course, sir,” Dima said, giving him a short bow.




Nervous, she stayed with Secundus as he led her from group to group.




“I understand Radziwill has taken an interest in you,” Secundus said. “He’s a good man, a bit jaded, but that’s to be expected, considering his milieu.”




“I get the feeling he wants to make sure I’m still employable by the time I graduate,” Dawn admitted. “I wonder if he has a quota for recruitment.”




Secundus smiled, and they were at their next group, where he introduced her to ministers, attaches, agents, and secretaries of several different countries. 




“I’m sure you noticed that some members of my staff lack the sense to pour water out of a boot,” he commented. “Even if I told them the directions were written on the heel.”




“I’m guessing they didn’t attend QFU,” she said, smiling at a formidable dowager who glared at her in consideration.




“Indeed not,” Secundus said. “The Ruritanian embassy to the United States is something of a sinecure for the uncommitted, meritless children of the aristocracy. Our relations with your country remain unchallenging, so they can’t do much in the way of damage. Most of my staff spends its time in dissipation and mild debauchery. When they have either worn out their welcome or polished their little curricula vitae, they move home or move on. Dima has done more in two weeks of work than most of them have in two years. I’m afraid they’re rather irritated with him.”




“Why are you still here?” Dawn asked, curious.




He gave her a faintly sad smile. 




“I have an affection for many things American,” he said, “including the fact that sodomy is no longer illegal here, unlike in Strelsau.”




Dima hadn’t told her about that.




“I’m sorry you had to leave your home in order to be yourself,” Dawn said.




“I’m not,” he said firmly. “My childhood was something of a nightmare, being different and wanting things my family and peers scorned. I know that Dmitri has endured similar trials. Whereas he found an ally in the chair of the matriculation board, I had a friend in Crown Prince Frederick. He secured me this position, and I found that life did not have to be a trial of constant suffering.”




Dawn stayed silent, unable to find an answer. He brought them to the next group, this one weighted more heavily with Scandinavians. She didn’t speak Swedish, Finnish, or Norwegian, and found herself wishing she could stay and listen to them talk, so she could pick it up. There were some frankly admiring looks at her and her dress.




“I share this,” Secundus continued, “because I’m familiar with the business you had with my great-niece, Agnes.”




She managed not to freeze in terror, and he patted her hand.




“There, there, my dear,” he said. “I never met the girl. I bear you no grudge. Just as I bear Dmitri no grudge for killing my great-nephew, Adolph. I am well aware that my family is one of the more pathological ones in Strelsau. I was lucky to escape them. So, I have bared some small facet of my soul to you that you may be assured I mean you no harm.”




He had big, fluffy eyebrows of pure white and a slightly hangdog look to his face with lines deeply carved from the corners of his nose to his chin, across his forehead, and between his eyebrows, but there were also deep laugh lines at the outside corners of his eyes, and his smile was genuine.




“Thank you,” Dawn said softly.




No wonder Dima was so taken with him.






Dinner saw her seated across from Dmitri, between a Patagonian minister of exports and a Dalmatian shipping magnate. Mostly, she kept quiet, ate slowly, and tried not to spill anything on her dress. Occasionally, one of her seatmates would pose a question to her.




Who did she favor for the World Cup? Well, if not for the fact that the Strelsau team had stolen her heart, she would surely root for the Dalmatian team. The Dalmatian tycoon then went to great lengths to educate her on the Split Vokuvi—Split being the name of their largest city. He regaled her with the team’s history, the names of its current members, their statistics, the grace of their stadium, and their superior passion for the game. 




It took effort, but she managed to allow herself to be drawn off by her other neighbor.




Had she ever been to Patagonia? She had not, but she’d read that whale watching off the coast was spectacular, and she did like whales. She did not say ‘please tell me every detail you can remember about life in Patagonia, especially where there is no chance of ever seeing a whale’, but that was exactly what she got. The high deserts, Tierra del Fuego, the Atacamba mountains. The mines were some of the richest in the world, but they were so remote, and it was so dry there, it was extremely challenging to keep them staffed.




She considered using her spoon to catapult a caper at Dima, but he was talking in depth with the glaring dowager from earlier who was demonstrating either a fight to the death with a gladiator or possibly how not to carve a turkey. Since he was smiling and his cheeks had their normal pink—neither pale nor blushing—she figured he was actually enjoying himself. 




Everyone spoke to her in English, and no one seemed to notice if she angled her head to better hear a particular conversation in a different language. She wished that she’d been seated next to the Genovian ambassador, who was ninety years old and deaf as a post. At least then, she wouldn’t have felt the pressure to keep up with things.




“Oh, a very nice piece,” a man walking past her said in Slavic. “When he’s done with her, I’d like a try.”




“You should probably write your name on the list,” his friend replied. “It’s growing, and quickly.”




She was surprised she didn’t bend her spoon in anger. 




After dinner, they adjourned to the ballroom again, where a small orchestra waited, and hundreds of candles were lit. Then, the speeches started.




“Does this ever end?” Dawn asked Dima in the softest voice possible, not moving her lips. 




“Only after they’ve devoured our life force,” he answered in the same manner. “Don’t you have to visit the ladies’ room?”




She glanced up at him, and while he didn’t wink, there was a twinkle there.




“Yes,” she said. “Yes, I do.”




“You’ll find them upstairs to your right,” he said. “Five minutes.”




That gave her enough time to check her hair and repair a few tendrils. There was a bit of traffic to and fro as other ladies took the chance to retire and avoid the speeches. This was not the event of the diplomatic year, but it would have been hard to tell that from the dresses and jewelry the other women wore. It was good to know that she measured up to them. She got several more looks, some of them unfriendly, but no one spoke to her.




When she emerged, Dima just happened to be passing, and she met up with him as if it were a happy coincidence. 




“There are some lovely landscapes over here,” he said. “You’re a fan of Reynolds, aren’t you?”




“Oh, yes!” Dawn agreed.




He could have promised to start a bonfire with the paintings, and she would have agreed. As soon as they were out of sight, she grabbed him and kissed him. She felt him protest for just a moment as he caught his balance, and then he joined in enthusiastically. She felt him run his fingers down her back, just where the lacing of her bodice ran.




“So,” he breathed when they broke apart, “I understand you need a break, but there’s not too much I can do for you without getting past this formidable dress.”




He had a point. The bodice was as well constructed as armor, and if he wanted to get the skirt out of the way, he’d probably have to hang her by her ankles. She pulled him toward her and took a step back until they ran into the wood paneled wall. His lips stayed with her for several moments, touching, brushing, being nibbled on, until she could feel her shoulders start to unkink.




“Better?” he asked.




“This is what you do every day?” she asked.




“Well, no,” he answered. “This is the highlight of the week. Most of the time, I’m in a little office trying to do work, and my coworkers stop by and ask me if I’d like to go to a polo game or quit early and go to one of the clubs or simply leave on a very long weekend to New York City, London, or Saint Flavius. I have yet to see any of them complete a day’s work. The junior staff seems to handle all of it and receive little glory.”




“Yeah, but they don’t have to come to these things,” Dawn said. 




He smiled and then nuzzled her lips for a few more kisses.




“This one is rather trying,” he admitted, “but Secundus wanted to tug at Rassendyll’s tail and see what would happen.”




“I was wondering about that,” Dawn said. “What will happen? Does Secundus yell at him for trying to cut a deal with you directly?”




“Probably not,” Dima answered. “I’ll simply put Rassendyll off and then refer him to Secundus, thus cementing Rassendyll’s dislike for me. However, there may have been something of a test in it for you.”




“For me?” Dawn asked. “Why me? What do I know about yttrium?”




“Only that the US has been trying to secure sources of it for five years now,” Dima told her. “And while it’s not imperative for them, they have been getting more insistent on its priority.”




Dawn’s eyes narrowed in thought.




“Who’s testing me?” she asked.




“It could be Rassendyll, for his own purposes,” Dima said. “Or he could be doing it because he expects at some point we’ll break up, someone else from the diplomatic community may ask you out, and he wants to know if you’ll put your country’s interests over your own. Or, it could be that someone in the state department asked him to, in order to gauge the same thing.”




“Oh my god,” Dawn groaned. “We should have stayed in and watched a movie.”




“Let me know what you decide,” he said. “And in the meantime, make sure you let Kirschenau and the others know you speak German. If you don’t tell him tonight, he’ll find out tomorrow, and he’ll lose face. Well, more face.”




“He’s an idiot, and he should lose face,” Dawn said. “Why do you have to work with such toxic people, Dima?”




“It’s the price of power and wealth,” he answered. “It’s also one of the less celebrated aspects of my family’s legacy. We may serve the throne, but it’s been over a century since we were last trusted with a position of real gravity.”




She sighed and leaned up for another kiss, which he gave her. They spent several more moments kissing when someone audibly cleared his throat. A French diplomat gave them a very tolerant smile.




“The speeches are over, if you wish to return,” he said.




“Merci beaucoup,” Dima answered. “Dawn, you will need to repair your lipstick. I’ll meet you downstairs.”




She saw him take out a handkerchief and rub his own lips to get rid of the color and ducked into the bathroom again to put hers back on.




Downstairs, the first person she met was Kirschenau, himself—moderately tall and well built with blond hair, brown eyes, and a dissipated expression. He made a few comments to one of the two women he stood with. The one he talked to, statuesque, also blonde, blue eyed, and wrapped in a couture gown that looked like the paper cup of a fancy chocolate truffle, raised an eyebrow at her. The other woman, shorter, mousy brown hair, green eyes and a fresh and pleasing face, smiled at her and held out her hand in an introduction.




“Guten Abend, Dame,” the young woman said, “Ich bin Dame Hildegard von Krentzau. Ich arbeite in der Botschaft mit Seiner Hoheit.”




Dawn was about to reply when the first woman sneered.




“Sei nicht albern. Sie ist eine Amerikanerin. Keiner von denen macht sich die Mühe eine Fremdsprache zu lernen und diese kleinen Schweine sprechen nicht einmal ihre Muttersprache richtig.”




Don’t be silly, she’d told von Krentzau. She’s American. None of them can be bothered to learn a second language, and they don’t even speak their first one properly, the little pigs.




Kirschenau sniggered.




Hildegard looked over at the woman and Kirschenau, horrified at their manners.




“Ja, ich bin eine Amerikanerin,” Dawn replied. “Ich bin aber auch eine Studentin am Heilige Drogo’s Hochschule. Zu blöd, dass du vergessen hast, welche Fremdsprachenkenntnisse dafür die Voraussetzung sind.”




Yes, I’m an American. I’m also a student at Saint Drogo’s College. Too bad you forgot about the language requirement.




“Und nein,” she continued, looking over at Kirschenau. “Meine Knie sind nicht sharf. Das is est, was mein Liebhaber sagst.”




Both Kirschenau and his date colored dramatically. Von Krentzau took her hand again.




“Let us go find a place of safety,” she said in English, “while their heads explode.”




And von Krentzau led her away to the small knot of people where Dima and Secundus stood.






Dancing was something she could enjoy without reservation. The rules of Jane Austen’s novels didn’t seem to hold true, as Dima claimed every third dance with her and had no scruples about cutting in if someone else tried to claim it. Unlike the ball she’d attended at the start of the spring semester in Strelsau where everyone on the dance floor had known how to dance, here, almost half her partners could manage nothing more than a shuffling two-step or box step. The Dalmatian she’d sat next to managed to step on her feet twice and kicked her shin before Secundus rescued her. 




“I’m not fond of Gospodin Bosko,” he assured her when she tried to thank him. “And I’d hate to see your lovely dress marred.”




Before they could converse further, Rassendyll cut in.




“If I may,” he said, giving Secundus a nod.




“I surrender the lady,” Secundus said, handing Dawn to him before she had a chance to frame a protest. 




Rassendyll took her hand, put his other hand at her waist and swept her back into the flow of the couples dancing. 




“I really did not predict being this popular,” she said, trying to spot Dima and signal that she needed a rescue.




“Don’t look over your shoulder,” Rassendyll ordered. “Look up at me. The crowd will part around us.”




Caught out, she looked up at him. He looked much too much like the queen for her to relax.




“I’m surprised you didn’t anticipate the interest,” Rassendyll said. “Your dress alone singles you out. I haven’t seen a woman wear opera length kid gloves since I was a child, and then, it was my grandmother.”




“Oh, so I’m old fashioned?” Dawn asked, almost laughing. So much for diplomacy.




“Antique verging on the anachronistic,” he answered. “Those are bespoke, and even the glovemakers I use don’t bother with kid anymore. Unpopular with the animal rights league. The lace—Point d’Angleterre—can’t be found in such large pieces for love or money. In fact, one would rather have to raid a museum to get one’s hands on such a piece.”




“An ambassador and an expert on the history of women’s fashions,” she said. “How can the Empire spare you?”




He smiled at her, but there was a coldness to it. 




“You’re continuing your education at Queen Flavia?” he asked.




“I am,” she replied. 




He considered her for a moment.




“You’re a puzzle, Lady Dawn,” he said. “And Americans are so rarely complex, it’s quite refreshing.”




That was two insults and counting. She raised an eyebrow and met his stare with her own sangfroid.




“On the chance that you’re simply caught up in the glamour of dating a titled nobleman,” he said, “be very careful. His family never did breed for quality. The men of Hentzau have never been considered…reliable.”




“Considering the quality of the line which supplanted your ancestor,” Dawn answered, her voice shaking with repressed fury, “I’d expect you to show at least the same amount of caution you’ve urged in me, but maybe throwing stones in glass houses is something for which the men of Burlesdon are known.”




He glared at her, but after facing M, it wasn’t as potent as he must have thought. She simply stared right back at him, refusing to give an inch.




The song drew to an end, and Dawn held herself, unwilling to give a hint at the relief she felt.




“Give my regards to Her Majesty,” he said, “and please remind her that the Rassendylls remain faithful.”




He released her, stepped back and gave her a handsome bow. She returned with a curtsy of equal depth and straightened just as Dima arrived. He watched Rassendyll make his way through the crowd and find another woman to ask for a dance.




“What was that?” he asked, giving her his arm and leading her away from the dance floor towards the buffet and an open window.




“Diplomacy?” Dawn guessed. “And here I thought diplomats were supposed get along with everyone and be friends.”




“Good God, no.” Dima sounded shocked. “Whatever gave you that idea? No, ideally, diplomats maintain relationships between countries, up to and including delivering a declaration of war. Then they’re kicked out. In the meantime, they—we, I should say—may stab one another in the back, the front, the side, under the ribs, or in the nursery, and smile the whole time.”




“Why does this high level stuff always end up sounding like my worst days in high school?” Dawn asked him as he handed her a cup of punch to calm her nerves.




“Perhaps because the human race has never really progressed much beyond high school popularity contests and cliques,” Dima answered.






“Let’s get something straight,” Dawn said on the phone the next morning. “I am an American citizen, and while I’m not chanting ‘USA! USA!’ all day, I do actually like my country, and I’m not going to sell it out the very first chance I’m given.”




There was a pause.




“I’m very glad to hear that, Miss Summers,” Alex Radziwill replied. “Do you mind telling me why you felt the need for such a strong declaration?”




“Because last night the British Ambassador basically asked my boyfriend if they could talk about the yttrium mines and leave everybody else out,” Dawn told him. “He said it right in front of me like I wasn’t even there.”




Another pause.




“Oh, he did, did he?” Radziwill asked. “I see. I wasn’t aware Hentzau was familiar with the trade negotiations.”




“The mines are in his grafschaft,” Dawn replied. “Of course he knows.”




“Even so,” Radziwill said. There was a third pause. “Very well. Thank you, Miss Summers, for bringing this to my attention. I expect you’ll inform His Highness that we’ve spoken, and I’m sure he will in turn inform his superior.”




“I do not like being caught between things,” Dawn said, growling with frustration.




“I’m afraid this will be a fairly common occurrence, so long as you’re with His Highness, and he’s serving in the Ruritanian embassy,” Radziwill replied. “However, if you need any guidance or advice, I am always available. Always.”






Her work on the cuneiform tablets was now limited by how many tablets the volunteers managed to scan, bag, and tag each day, since all she had to do was pull up the scans and read off the translations to the speech recognition software for addition to the database. Tim had written a symbol recognition program that couldn’t translate but could match the symbols on the tablets with what had been written down on the ID slips, and it had sped things up enormously. She was getting two hundred of them done a day, and could have done more if the scanning were any faster.




Instead, she turned her attention to the facial reconstruction she’d started the previous week. Twice, she’d scraped everything off and started over, dissatisfied with the proportions of her work. She didn’t know enough about facial anatomy, and she could tell it from the mounting frustration as she tried to gauge not just the points where the muscles attached, but how thick they should be and how they affected the expression. It wasn’t something she could get a feel for from books. 




“Angela, do you ever do dissections?” Dawn asked, looking up from her consideration of the 3D printed skull in front of her. 




“I have,” Angela said. “Most classically trained artists do sooner or later. I also get living people to let me play with their faces, but they have to know me pretty well to be comfortable with that.”




“Does that have anything to do with the latex glove thing?” Dawn asked.




Angela flashed her a wicked grin.




At lunch, she joined Angela and Hodgins out on the patio with a baggie of shrimp she’d heated in the microwave. Before she had them completely laid out on the planter, Hodgin’s crow, the one Angela had gotten them in the habit of calling His Majesty, landed and put a small metal item on the table. Then it flapped over to the planter and began eating the shrimp.




“Wow, he really likes you,” Hodgins declared. “I never get something before he starts eating.”




Dawn picked up the item. It was a small earring, clotted with dirt. She picked the dirt out with her thumbnail and found it was a pendant setting with a light green faceted stone surrounded by tiny diamonds. 




“Wow, this is really nice,” Dawn said, showing it to the others.




“Huh,” Hodgins said, considering it while he stirred his fried rice. “Been someplace for a while. If you like, I’ll clean it up when we get back.”




“Someone must have been really upset to lose that,” Angela commented. “Too bad it’ll be almost impossible to find who it was.”




“You should start a collection,” Hodgins said. “What did he give you last time?”




“A tessera,” Dawn answered. “I’ve got it on my desk.”




“Yeah, he likes you.”






When Dawn went to retrieve the earring from Hodgins lab, he hustled her inside.




“Oh, hey, yeah, I’ll get that in just a second,” he said. “But first, put these on.”




As she pulled on the rubber gloves he’d handed her, he brought a plastic poncho down over her head and twisted it until it fell right.




“Wait, what—” Dawn started.




“And this,” he said, and spun her around so he could add a plastic apron and tie it around her waist. 




“Why are w—”




“And this,” he said, putting a transparent face shield on her head and pulling the mask down. “Now stand here.”




He pulled her over to a point in front of a plexiglass wall, pushed her onto the X taped on the floor.




“Now, stand there, and don’t move,” he instructed.




“What—”




He came back and put a sou’wester hat on her head.




“What’s going on?” she demanded.




“Don’t move!”




As soon as he was on the other side of the line, he grabbed a rope and pulled it. Whatever it released, Dawn barely had time to see a large round object hurtling toward her before she screamed and raised her hands to protect herself. It exploded in a blue mist. For a moment, all she could do was stand there, stunned, hearing drops hitting the floor. Some of the liquid dripped from the edge of the face mask onto her neck and then ran down beneath her color. She could feel something seep into her shoes.




“Hodgins!” she screamed.




“Don’t move!” He said, coming out from behind the line. “Don’t move. We need to measure this.”




“But—”




“Just hold still,” he said.




Doctor Brennan’s intern, Doctor Oliver Wells, scurried out and began writing down numbers Hodgins called out.




“Forty-five degrees at twenty miles per hour and we not only get our silhouette, but we also have the splash back,” Hodgins crowed. “King of the lab!”




“Hodgins!” Dawn screamed again. “I am not your guinea pig!”




“Well, not anymore,” he said, giving her a charming smile. “Now the surprise factor’s spoiled, that won’t work again.”




Very carefully, he took the wet hat off her head and lifted it over before handing it back to Wells. 




“So, the blue coloring will wash out,” Hodgins explained. “It’s not permanent.”




“It’s in my shoes!” she hollered.




Doctor Saroyan happened to be walking past, stopped just as she reached the far side of the door, and stepped back to where she could see everything. She looked over the scene—Dawn standing there, hands raised, draped in plastic, while blue paint dripped down from multiple surfaces. There was a silhouette on the plexiglass behind her where where she had shielded it from the direct hit, but beads had begun to run down, spoiling the effect.




“Do I want to know?” Doctor Saroyan asked.




“Got the angle and velocity of the paint balloon,” Hodgins called. “And, if Dawn’s reaction time is anything to go off, the killer had two and a half seconds before the victim could have responded.”




The mask came off.




“Miss Summers, are you all right?” she asked.




“You didn’t tell me that he says ‘king of the lab’ after he’s done,” Dawn seethed.




“Yeah,” Doctor Saroyan agreed. “It may be best if you just stay away from Doctor Hodgins’s lab. He has a tendency of shanghaiing people.”




“Oh, no,” Hodgins laughed. “Don’t you dare stay away. There are so many other things we can use you for.”




“I’m telling Angela,” Dawn threatened.




“I’ll buy you new shoes,” he offered.




She growled.






“Are your feet…blue?” Dima asked as they went to the next psychic on the list.




“Yes,” Dawn said. “Hodgins promised it wasn’t permanent. He may have been exaggerating.”




Dima looked askance but accepted her statement. The psychic they were visiting was popular with rich clients and even with some of the old money families. She had an office that could have belonged to a swank law firm. The wall paper was a subdued mocha with subtle hints of gold and rose, textured so the soft lights created fascinating patterns. Dima had secured the appointment by referral from the dowager who had glared at Dawn.




A wholesome young man in a tailored suit greeted them by name and led them through a series of doorways into a series of room each more softly lit and exquisitely decorated than the last, until the last door, which was barely noticeable, brought them into a room that resembled an overworked accountant’s office. Stacks of files piled the desk like sedimentary layers. A stout, unlovely woman with sharp eyes picked at the keyboard and then looked up when they entered.




“Thanks, Boris,” she said. “Lock up the front, please. You folks want anything to drink?”




“No, thanks,” Dawn said.




“No, thank you, Madame,” Dmitri answered.




She got up and came around the desk, offering her hand to, first, Dawn, and then Dmitri. They both shook. 




“Now, Mrs. Vanderwelt called me last night and said to skip the act with you,” the woman said. “So, call me Marge, and let’s talk.”




They took seats on a comfortably broken down sofa while she sat on a cracked leather wingchair.




“We’re looking for a professional psychic,” Dawn said.




“You found one,” Marge answered, settling herself and smoothing down her skirt. “I read.”




Unlike most of the psychics they’d seen so far, she dressed like a school teacher or a middle manager, not a psychic.




“Cards?” Dima asked.




“People,” Marge answered. “I don’t tell futures. I don’t even tell presents, really. I meet my clients twice for each issue. The first time, I find out what they really need, whatever lies beneath the question they ask me, and the second time, I give them their answer.”




“Really,” Dima said, skeptical despite his manners.




“Hey,” Marge replied, “I could dress it up in flowery language, and I could skip over the fact that I employ a staff of some of the best PIs in the business, but what it comes down to is, I read you, and I find out what you need. So, what’s your question?”




Dawn suddenly had a hundred different questions, but she drew out the deck of cards Willow had created and held it out to Marge. 




“Draw a card and tell me what you see,” Dawn said.




Making a face of ‘why the hell not’, Marge did so. She stared at the card for a moment, frowning, her eyes moving across it, and then she flipped it and stared at the back. When she turned it back over, she grunted in surprise.




“What?” Dawn asked.




“It’s different from the first time,” the psychic answered, looking up at her. “How’d you do that?”




“What did you see?” Dawn asked.




“Oh, a lot of stuff,” Marge answered. “Faces, objects, animals. Right now, there’s a black bird—maybe a crow, maybe a raven, I don’t know—a key, a castle, a cat, and a few other things.”




“Do they mean anything?” Dawn asked.




“No,” Marge answered, looking up and shaking her head. “Should they?”




“Not necessarily,” Dawn said. 




Marge was the first person to see something in the cards, but psychic abilities ran the gamut from so small the owner never noticed they could do something to so large the owner couldn’t stop. A psychic unable to see meaning in the symbols wouldn’t be much help to them.




“Did you post a message on Craigslist two weeks ago?” Dima asked. 




“Me?” Marge asked. “No, I don’t even use it.”




“The psychic we’re looking for did,” Dawn explained. “A message to me telling me to get to DC for a matter of life and death and to see Dima. Whoever it is is a professional psychic. I’m trying to find them.”




“You realize whoever it is may not be able to tell you more than that,” Marge said, considering. “You know that, right?”




She handed back the cards to Dawn, looking a little relieved to give them up. 




“I do,” Dawn answered. “But if they can shed anymore light on this situation, it’s welcome, and if not, there’s always the future.”




“Mmm,” Marge said, nodding in agreement. “Okay, so come back in two days. I’ll have a list for you. I can’t say with certainty who’s really psychic, but I can knock the worst fakes off the list and narrow it down for you.”




“We appreciate it,” Dima said.




“Eh.” Marge waved a hand. “Frances had a good time. The first in ages. So, I’m glad to help. Boris will see you out.”




Boris waited for them outside the little room and led them back to reception, where Dima wrote a check with four digits. 




“Hey, I’m supposed to be taking care of that,” Dawn protested. “I’ve got a budget and everything.”




“I’m cultivating a resource,” Dima answered. “If you don’t mind.”




Dawn paused. “So, if we asked her about the psychic I’m looking for, what do you think she decided we were really seeing her about?”




“I prefer not to speculate,” he answered.






Dinner that night was breakfast food at Dima’s apartment as Dawn taught him how to fry bacon, scramble eggs, and cook pancakes. 




“Stop feeding the cat bacon,” Dawn ordered, catching him at it again.




“If you fed her bacon, she’d like you better,” he pointed out.




“It’s bad for her,” Dawn answered.




“How so?” Dima asked. “Cats are carnivores. Bacon is meat.”




“Bacon is meat with a lot of fat,” Dawn reminded him. “And yummy as it is, it isn’t its own food group.”




“It should be,” he answered, and had another bite himself.




“Dima, you can’t eat all the bacon!” she declared.




“I really can,” he corrected her. 




“No,” she sighed, “I mean, like Ashera, a diet of mostly bacon is really bad for you. Seriously, does the word ‘nutrition’ ring a bell at all?”




He gazed off into the distance for a moment, then shook his head.




“No, I’m afraid not.”




She paused and stared at him.




“Okay, ha ha and everything,” she said, “but seriously, Dima, you do actually have to follow some nutritional rules, especially now that you’re not running around the countryside fighting vampires every week.”




“Very well,” he replied. “Which ones.”




“Uh, sugar is bad?” she asked. “Have you heard that one?”




“Vaguely,” he admitted.




“Eat vegetables?” she asked. 




He shook his head.




“Oh my God, Dima, how did you get to the age of twenty-five without ever worrying about what you eat?” she demanded.




“I was busy with other things. Farber is an excellent cook, and I’m sure she kept track of such things. At any rate, I inhaled food through my teenage years and early twenties. It was only while I was at university that I slowed down at all.”




A whole new vista of ignorance opened up before her. She put the spatula down.




“Maybe we need to look at cooking classes,” she said. “I don’t want to be responsible for you choking to death on butter or something.”




“I like learning from you,” he said, picking up half a slice of toast with butter melting into it. 




He took a bite, stepped close, and offered the rest to her.




“I’m just saying, maybe you could use some guidance on what to eat as well as how to cook,” she said, taking a bite. “I grew up on tuna mac and cheese, Hohos, and Diet Coke, which is not what you might call a healthy, balanced diet.”




“It hasn’t done you any harm,” he pointed out.




“Yet,” she said. “And remember, I spend most of the last six years of my life running around the countryside fighting vampires and other things. There’s this thing called metabolism, and it will become our enemy.”




“Then we shall fight it together,” he said, and kissed her. “I know a perfectly lovely way to burn some calories.”




She kissed him back and picked her spatula back up.




“Food first,” she said. “Then necking.”





Hidden Like a Purloined Letter



“For a first effort,” Angela said, “it’s good.”




Dawn stared at her reconstruction, torn between accepting Angela’s approval and critiquing her own work into oblivion.




“The modeling of the eyes, forehead, and jaw are satisfactory,” Doctor Brennan said. “And, while the nose, lips, and ears do not reach Miss Montenegro’s high standards of interpretation, they are adequate, and it is apparent that you spent a great deal of time studying how the features are affected by multiple breaks and impacts.”




Dawn never thought having her work described as adequate would give her a small thrill, but there she was. 




“It was a challenging reconstruction,” Angela said. “Especially with the boxing damage. I think you did just fine, and we’ll get this scanned and added to the database for missing persons.”




Doctor Brennan looked over at her while she chewed on her lip.




“You are unhappy with your work?” she asked.




“Not exactly,” Dawn equivocated. “I can just see all the places it can be improved. There’s a lot of potential variation. What if his nose had been broken by a left-handed boxer?”




“Then, on healing, it would have favored the other side,” Brennan pointed out reasonably.




“Well, yeah,” Dawn agreed, “but that means it would have looked different enough to throw the whole thing off. And what about his lips? I went with the racial average, but what if he was an outlier?”




“These are issues that are not adequately resolved with today’s technology,” Doctor Brennan said. “At this point, even our tissue depth databases are not adequate in reference to racial disparities.”




“Really?” Dawn asked.




“White boy scientists measured bunches of other white boys,” Angela said drily. “Everyone’s shocked.”




“There is an innate bias towards members of one’s own tribal affiliation,” Doctor Brennan said. “Even when scientists resolve to eliminate bias, there is always a chance it will creep into research, if only because the effort necessary to systematically include others from without one’s group is so great.”




“Well, yeah,” Angela agreed, “and as soon as the white boy scientists start asking the nice black people if they can measure their skulls, the nice black people start running for the hills. Tuskegee? Henrietta Lacks?”




“This is also true,” Brennan agreed.




“I feel like I should apologize on behalf of all the white scientists who screwed people over,” Dawn said.




“Don’t worry about it,” Angela said. “We’ll just harass Doctor Wells later. He’s been acting like a douche lately.”




“Don’t interfere with his job duties,” Brennan said. “I have him working on bone fragments, and he needs to focus his attention on that.”




“I’m sure we can catch him when he doesn’t have a magnifying glass in his hand,” Angela said. “Oh, and by the way, Dawn, it turns out we do have the remains of a Ruritanian. Trouble is, they’re not in Purgatory.”




“I thought all the unidentified remains were in Purgatory,” Dawn said. 




She’d been in there enough times now that the well lit, cavernous room was no longer quite as creepy as it had been the first time, but she still had to brace herself.




“They should be,” Angela said. “This one’s ten years old, so it’s before either Brennan’s arrival or mine. I’m guessing it’s in one of the older storage rooms. It probably got pushed out of the way, so it’s on a back shelf. We’ll need to hunt for it.”




Hunting through the storage rooms at the Jeffersonian? A new, happy thrill went up her spine.




“Okay,” Dawn said. “Any idea why the remains are still here? Why didn’t the Ruritanian embassy repatriate them?”




“The paperwork’s spotty,” Angela said. “So, no idea. In fact, I think it would be a good idea to start from scratch with this one, treat it like freshly recovered remains. You’ll get an overview of how the whole process works.”




“That would be great,” Dawn said.






Doctor Sayad caught her while she wheeled a cart full of newly scanned, tagged, packaged, and indexed tablets back to his section.




“What is this?” he demanded.




“These are lots…” she picked up her clipboard and checked the list, “one thousand five hundred and one through one thousand seven hundred. Ready to go back into storage.”




“What on earth have you been doing?” he demanded.




“Exactly what you asked,” she said, bracing herself, “and a little more. I sent you an email with a link to the database. All the tablets through seventeen hundred have been scanned in and associated with their original paper label. The information was added to the database, so you can look them up by RFID tag, and I’m currently translating the tablets by around fifty a day.”




“Where are the labels?” he demanded, getting angry.




“They’ve been scanned separately, sorted alphabetically, stored in plastic sleeves in three ring binders, and I put them back in the storage with the cuneiform tablets, on the first shelf of the first case,” Dawn answered, wondering why he was so upset.




“Those labels were supposed to be put back with their original tablets,” he said. “You weren’t asked to do anything beyond the original sorting, and now you’ve created an unholy mess it will take months to undo!”




Dawn looked back down at her tidy row of plastic encapsulated tablets, at the hundreds of hours of work by the volunteers who’d been delighted to see those ignored treasures brought to light.




“Doctor Sayad,” she began carefully, “I told you what I was going to do, and I asked permission. We spoke about it when I started, and I emailed you. You said to go ahead and let me know when I was done.”




His eyes narrowed.




“And are you done?” he asked.




“No,” she said. “I mean, we should hit the two thousandth tablet tomorrow, and there are approximately ten thousand tablets in the entire collection. So, all the scanning, chipping, bagging, and indexing should be done before I leave. I can’t guarantee I’ll have all the translati—”




“Do not concern yourself with the translations,” he interrupted her. “You’re an undergraduate. You can’t possibly have mastered the different forms of cuneiform and associated languages yet. That is work for a post-doctoral student.”




Her back went up.




“Would you like me to demonstrate?” she asked. 




She picked up one of the tablets and held it up so they could both read the cuneiform. 




“ ‘An unjust heir who does not support a wife or a child has no cause for celebration,’ ” she read. “It’s in Sumerian. ‘For his pleasure, he got married. On thinking it over, he got divorced.’ They’re proverbs. Here’s a good one: ‘From many oxen, is there no dung?’ ”




He snatched the tablet away from her and dropped it in container, shocking her with his careless treatment. 




“Stop pretending, Miss Summers,” he hissed at her. “And stop making things up. You can no more translate cuneiform Sumerian than you can Martian, and your con job will end up doing incalculable damage to the collection and the reputation of the Jeffersonian.”




“Con job?” she gasped. “Look, Doctor Sayad, you can put me in front of whatever Mesopotamian text you like, and I’ll translate it for you. It may not be perfect, but it’ll give you an idea of my abilities. I’m an intern. I’m not in it for glory or money. I’m here for college credit.”




“I will inform your advisor that I am releasing you from your duties,” he said, his eyes narrowed. “You may return to Miss Montenegro.”




He took the cart and pushed it towards the storage room without looking back. Stunned, Dawn stood there for a moment and then looked at the three assistants working in the room. Two of them wouldn’t meet her eyes, and the third offered her a tepid shrug of sympathy. Numb, she went back to the forensics lab, mulling over what had happened and trying to get a better understanding of it.




In the lab, everyone was moving around like ants over a demolished anthill. A huge chunk of bent and squashed metal stood on the stage, taking up nearly all the room, and Doctors Brennan, Wells, and Hodgins were moving metal arms like small cranes into place over it, conferring with one another.




“Oh, hey, Dawn,” Angela said, coming up to her. “Listen, this just came in, and I’ve got to get preliminary pictures and scans done before they start tearing it open to get the remains. Hentzau’s waiting for you at the front—”




“What?” Dawn asked, blinking.




“Yeah, I know,” Angela agreed. “He’s early, and we’re going to run late. Why don’t you take him on a tour of the Americana storerooms I showed you on the first day? Lots of stuff, a little privacy, and by the time you’re done, Brennan and I and probably Booth can break away for lunch.”




“What about Hodgins?” she asked.




“Oh, this is his thing,” Angela said. “He won’t come up for air until he’s got that thing taken apart, all his particulate and spore samples taken and incubating, and his mass spectrometer humming. We’ll have to get him another time.”




She looked over Dawn’s expression.




“What’s wrong?” she asked. “Someone says ‘Hentzau,’ and you start bouncing in place.”




“No, I just,” she paused to take a breath, “I think Doctor Sayad just fired me, and I don’t even know why.”




“What?” Angela asked. Then she shook herself. “Okay, I’m sorry, honey, but I have to deal with this first. After lunch, we’ll go over it. I’ll see if I can’t get Doctor Saroyan to look into it and find out what’s happening from his side. Now, go meet your boyfriend. I’ll come and find you when we’re ready to go.”






Dima spotted her upset immediately.




“What’s wrong?” he asked as he put a guest badge on.




She shook her head. 




“Later,” she answered. “When we’re alone.”




They greeted people on their way back, and Dawn explained that Angela and the others were busy with documenting remains from what looked like a crushed car. 




“Sounds like they’ll be at least an hour,” she explained. “So Angela suggested I give you a tour of the Americana collection.”




“But the collections are back there,” Dima said, pointing towards the public area.




“This is the storage area,” Dawn said, and swiped her badge at the reader.




The entire storage area was positively pressurized, so no smoke or other airborne particles from the outside made it in. The escaping air lifted her hair and carried it back. The ceiling was thirty feet up, and in some areas, the shelving reached that high, but in most places, it went only twelve feet up. They stood at the top of the stairs above, able to see over all the rows. It was a great deal more organized than the storage she remembered at the British Museum in Doctor Watson’s universe, but then, 1895 hadn’t had Tupperware.




The door closed with a loud clunk that echoed through the immense chamber, and the breeze cut off. She led him down the stairs to the floor well beneath the ground level outside. 




“This whole place must be under extraordinary surveillance,” Dima noted, looking all around.




“Oh, there are cameras on every intersection, all the doors, the elevator, and the main hallways,” she answered. “But there are more than a few blind spots. Angela pointed them out to me.”




“She did?” he asked. “And why is she interested in the blind spots?”




“Oh, sometimes she drags Hodgins down here for a little afternoon delight,” Dawn answered. “She has a few favorite spots. There’s a Roman bed that hasn’t seen as much use since Pompeii, apparently.”




His eyebrows went up, and his cheeks colored a bit.




“I thought we were waiting until Friday evening,” he said. “Difficult as that may be.”




“We are,” she assured him, taking his hand and lacing her fingers with his. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t have a little fun.”




“Ah,” he said. “A little fun. I’m a great fan of a little fun.”




“I thought you would be,” she answered.




They did explore the stacks, with Dima marveling over some of the treasures stored there. He was scrupulous about not touching or even leaning too close to things like seventeenth century furniture, an eighteenth century still, and uniforms from World War I. 




“Now,” he said, drawing her closer when they stood in an aisle with women’s fashion magazines (1800-1914) on one side and sewing patterns (1860-1910) on the other, “what’s wrong?”




With a sigh, she explained the events of the morning and leaned against him, smelling the scent of his clothes and his skin. With his arms around her, she almost didn’t care about Doctor Sayad’s unfathomable dismissal.




“That really doesn’t make much sense,” Dima said.




“I know,” Dawn answered. “Angela said some people aren’t worth bothering to figure out.”




“I understand the impulse,” he said, “but it’s definitely worth figuring out why he would do such a thing. Are you a threat to him?”




“How could I be a threat to him?” she asked. “I’m an intern. I don’t have any academic standing in his field—or in Angela’s for that matter—and if I’d been allowed to finish my project, I would have made him look good. Do you know how many cuneiform tablets are lying in collections, untranslated, undocumented?”




“So he may have an ulterior motive,” Dima said. “Everyone has a reason for something, especially when their actions appear to go contrary to their interests.”




“What do you think it is?” Dawn asked, reconsidering.




“I’ve no idea,” he responded. “I don’t know enough about him—other than I would like very much to beat him to a pulp for upsetting you.”




She hugged him.




“Aw, you say the sweetest things,” she said, smiling. 




She drew him along to the place Angela had pointed out to her, equidistant from the different doors in the room. Down one long aisle with towering shelves to a megalithic cabinet at the end.




“So, this is where the Jeffersonian stores most of its arrowheads,” she explained, opening the wide, tall door of the cabinet. 




They had to step back, as the sweep of the door took nearly the whole aisle. Inside were jars and tubs filled to the brim with whole and broken arrowheads, spear points, and other knapped flint items. 




“There are certainly a lot of them,” Dima noted.




“It’s kind of like pot shards,” Dawn said. “They’re close to indestructible. You break one, and you’ve got two pot shards, or rather, two pieces of an arrowhead. I mean, they are rock, after all.”




“I agree,” he said. “And why are we here?”




She looked up at him and smiled slyly, tugging on his jacket. 




“Well, I don’t know if you noticed, but we’re about at the midpoint of the warehouse,” she said.




“I think I did notice that,” he said.




“It takes most of a minute of walking to get here from any of the doors,” she continued, “and all of the doors make very loud noises when they close.”




“Yes, I’d noticed that as well,” he said.




“The shelves block the view from above and from the other aisles,” she explained.




“Very nice,” he agreed. “But what about the cameras?”




“That’s why this cabinet is so handy,” she said, pulling him down by his tie for a kiss. “The door blocks the little bit of view the nearest camera has.”




“So, you’ve found us a quiet little niche,” he said, kissing her. “Nicely done.”




“I thought you’d like it,” she said between nibbles.




They continued kissing, his hands sliding over her hips to cup her bottom while she slid her tongue between his lips and tasted him. After several minutes of very pleasant distraction, he pulled away a bit.




“You said an hour,” he said. “And it’s been around forty minutes. Will anyone come looking for us?”




“Angela said she’d come find us in here when it was time to go,” Dawn replied.




“We should probably stop a little early,” he murmured in her ear, “so I don’t frighten your coworkers.”




She could feel his erection through his trousers and rubbed against him a little, getting a groan and a squeeze out of him.




“Or we could do something else,” she suggested.




“No,” he said. “The first time is in bed with no expectation to be elsewhere for hours. We can always come back here.”




She smiled and nibbled on his lip.




“I didn’t mean that,” she murmured. “I was thinking something a little more…one-sided.”




He paused. She could feel his breathing quicken.




“We are in public, liebchen,” he said.




“Technically,” she agreed. “And it’s very private right here. No one can see us. There’s no one in here to hear us, and if anyone comes in, we’ll have the better part of a minute to, ah, put everything away.”




He looked around, measuring what she’d said. Then he looked back down at her.




“You’re sure?” he asked.




“Dima, I’ve been dying to taste you,” she told him.




His cheeks turned bright pink. He stared at her a moment longer and then kissed her, deep and hard. When she pulled away, letting their lips part, she gave him a small kiss on the chin.




“Please?” she asked.




He nodded.




“Yes.”




It seemed to be the most he could say, but he did take her hand and help her kneel, and she held his eyes while she got down on her knees in front of him. Then she slid her hands down the front of his vest to his trousers, and while he breathed deeply, she unbuttoned his waistband and then pulled the zipper down. He was so tall, she’d have to strain her neck.




“Lean back against the wall?” she asked.




He nodded and did so, putting his hand back to find it, and then tilting back until his shoulders were against the wall. 




“Can you bend your knees a little?” she asked.




He nodded again, moved his feet apart, and bent his knees, and then he was the perfect height. She tugged his trousers down another inch or so, found the waistband of his underwear, and pulled it down, and then slipped her hand in, took his cock in hand, and pulled it free.




He was already hard as granite, thick and quivering to the touch. She felt his body shiver, and his breathing went shallow as she cupped his balls and brought them out as well. She sighed and pressed her face to the underside of his erection, and then she kissed him, flicking with her tongue, up the shaft, back down, and then along his scrotum.




“Jesus, Dawn,” he whispered.




With his free hand, he stroked her hair, and she kissed him again with wet kisses, feeling his velvety skin against her lips and tongue. She pulled his foreskin back, exposing the tip of his cock, a deep, moist pink, and then she ran her tongue over it, savoring the salty, fleshy taste of him. He groaned softly, his fingers pressing against her scalp.




She pulled him down as he was so hard, he pointed almost straight up, and she ran her tongue around the tip of him, wetting him down, holding him in her fist, and slowly stroking him. Then, when she reached the base of his cock, she held him, moved her lips over the tip, and took him into her mouth as deep as she could, pressing him against the back of her throat and rubbing him there.




His breath caught, and he gasped, a tiny sound that made her ache. She felt his fingers dig in a little further as he groaned. It wasn’t a soft sound. She wanted to tell him he had to be quiet, but the fact that he couldn’t excited her so much, she didn’t bother. She began to work him with mouth and hands, using her tongue to stroke him as she pulled him in and out of her mouth. 




It didn’t take long. In fact, it took less time than she’d imagined, as she glanced up and saw him white knuckled fist pressed against the wall, and his head tilted back. She rubbed him and stroked him with her hand in tandem with her mouth, sucking and licking, and with her free hand, she rubbed the insides of his thighs, the flesh behind his balls back to his ass. He panted and moaned against gritted teeth.




“Dawn, it’s, oh, God, it’s coming,” he groaned.




That and the thrust of his hips was all the warning she had, and her mouth was flooded with his cum, thick and salty. She choked for half a second, recovered, swallowed what she could, choked again. He cupped her head, but when she pulled back, he instantly released her, pulled out, and reached into an inside jacket pocket. He took out a handkerchief free and gave it to her.




“Here,” he said, still breathing hard.




He slowly slid down to the ground, while she spat the rest of her mouth’s contents into the kerchief and wiped her lips. She sat down on her hip, between his legs, and he pulled her towards him, until she lay against him. They kissed. He brushed her hair back from her face and slipped his tongue between her lips, tasting her as thoroughly as she had him.




“Your face is all red,” she said when he released her.




“Yes, it does that,” he agreed. “May I see the handkerchief?”




She gave it to him, and he used it to wipe himself down. Then, with a bit of maneuvering, he tucked everything away and zipped and buttoned up again.




“That was—” He sighed. “Oh, God in heaven, that was incredible.”




He kissed her again, taking his time, and touching her face, her shoulder, her breast, her hip, and her bottom in turn.




“Oh, so you liked?” she asked. “It didn’t take very long.”




“I didn’t try to last very long,” he said. “Between the possibility of being discovered and seeing how much you enjoyed it, I doubt I could have.”




“I’m glad you liked.”




“I look forward to doing the same for you,” he said.




She leaned her head against his shoulder, and they entwined fingers, playing a little.




“I don’t suppose there’s a comfortable eighteenth century couch or divan around here,” he said, sleepy.




Far away, one of the doors into warehouse clunked closed, echoing through the space.




“And that’s our signal,” Dawn said, reluctantly getting up. 




He followed her to his feet and helped her brush her skirt down. They both checked for stray stains, but the worst either encountered were the extra wrinkles on his jacket and pants. Dawn closed the cabinet door and led Dima back out to the main aisle, where Angela spotted them. 




“Yeah, those arrowheads are really something, aren’t they?” she asked with a knowing smile.




“Fascinating,” Dima answered, still flushed.




“Ready for lunch?” she asked.




“Very!” Dawn answered.






On the way out to the employees’ parking, they passed the rose garden and patio.




“Oh, hey, Angela, His Majesty’s out there,” Dawn said, pointing. “Can we introduce Dima?”




Angela checked her phone and typed something.




“Sure thing,” she answered. 




As soon as they went outside and stepped over to a table, Hodgin’s friendly crow appeared, landing on the planter next to them and croaking a greeting.




“I can see why you’re so impressed,” Dima said. “He’s huge.”




“Oh, I’m sorry,” Dawn apologized. “I didn’t bring any food for you today.”




“Here,” Angela said, “I’ve got part of a Snickers.”




She unwrapped a half eaten candy bar, tore off a piece, and set it out on the table. The crow hopped over, stabbed the piece with its beak, tossed it in the air, caught it, and choked it down.




“I guess he’s had chocolate before,” Dawn said.




“Is it possible you’re just helping to breed a population of crows with no fear of hu—” Dima started.




The crow cut him off with a loud squawk, and Dima held his hands up to indicate he meant no harm.




Instead of flying off or ignoring him, the crow jumped over and gazed directly at him, making sounds as if it were muttering under its breath.




“I really don’t know if—”




It squawked at him again.




“What?!” Dima asked. “Has he ever behaved like this towards others?”




“No,” Angela said, mystified.




“Maybe you should introduce yourself, Dima,” Dawn suggested.




The crow squawked again, a little less loudly.




“Very well,” Dima said. “Good day. I am Rupert Alexander Wilhelm Dmitri—”




The crow flapped its wings, cawing in repeat sequence several times, and then it took off, only to land on Dima’s shoulder.




“Graf von und zum Hentzau,” he finished, staring up at the crow on his shoulder. “What on earth?”




“You’ve never had a crow do that to you?” Dawn asked.




“No, not on first meeting,” he said. “Some of the oldest crows at home will do it if I’ve just put food out.”




“I think you’ve made a friend,” Angela observed.




The crow began to run its beak through Dima’s hair, grooming him.




“I may have,” Dima agreed.




“Do you think it’s the Crow King?” Dawn asked.




The crow looked up at her and made a rattling noise.




“I would prefer to see him with other crows before I decide,” Dima said, “but I’m leaning towards yes.”




“Oh, it’s a he?” Angela asked.




The crow jumped from Dima shoulder and took to the air with noisy strokes of its wings.




“Oh, yes,” Dima answered.




“How do you know?” Angela pressed.




“I just do,” Dima replied.




They watched, none of them willing to leave, as the crow flew directly for the tree line at the edge of the property and then pulled up over one of the trees, cawing loudly. An entire flight of crows lifted from the branches, nearly a hundred of them, and then another hundred from the next trees, and then a hundred more. They lifted as one huge entity for the sky and massed together, bending, spreading, and coalescing like a giant amoeba.




Dawn stared wide eyed as the black cloud, twisting and turning with one mind.




“They’re like starlings,” Angela said in a soft voice, amazed. “Only…bigger!”




The sound of their wings drowned out every other sound in the environment, including the traffic. Then, the entire flock dove for them, like countless squadrons of dive bombers.




“Get behind me!” Dima yelled, pushing both women behind him.




Startled screams and shrieks from the other visitors there rang against the brick walls of the courtyard as they scrambled for cover behind planters and tables. Dima stood straight, facing them, and they peeled off like fighter jets just before plowing into him. 




When it was over, Dawn peeked over his shoulder to see what was going on.




“They’re regrouping!” she cried.




“Hört sofort auf damit!” Dima commanded at the top of his lungs. Stop that right now!




The crows peeled away, turning and swooping harmlessly. It took several long moments for all of them to pass, so many of them that they cast a noticeable shadow, and then the largest one at the head of the flock flapped down and lit on the edge of the planter. It looked up at Dima and made a sound very close to chuckling.




“That’s enough,” Dima told him.




It croaked and then cawed rapidly several times, as if it were giving its own orders, and the remaining crows, including the ones which had landed, took off again for the tree line. The people around them began standing, shakily laughing and brushing themselves off.




“No more Hitchcock for me today!” one man exclaimed.




The Crow King jumped and flapped over to Dima’s shoulder and dug its claws into the fabric of his suit.




“So what do you say now?” Dawn asked, looking up at the crow.




“I would have to say that it is the Crow King,” Dima answered. “Though I’ve never heard of one outside of Europe.”




“Well, it is your first time in the US,” Angela pointed out.




Dawn noticed he didn’t correct her, and she knew he’d been in the US before on assignment with Riley Finn. 




“Do we go to lunch now?” she asked. “I’m kind of hungry.”




Dima looked up at the Crow King.




“I shall see you again,” he said.




The crow croaked in agreement, tapped him once on the skull, and took to the air. Dima stared after it, rubbing the spot on his head.




“Yes,” he said. “Let’s.”






“You crazy kids made the paper,” Booth said, tossing a copy of the paper on the table.




It was already turned to the second page of the Washington DC society page. “Rupert of Hentzau takes delish American coed to British Embassy soirée”, the caption read under a picture of the two of them at the entrance. It must have been taken by one of the outside paparazzi, as a telephoto lens had been used. Dawn looked distant and ethereal while Dima looked cross. 




“ ‘Delish’?” Dawn asked. “Ew. What is wrong with them?”




“They got my name wrong,” Dima said, looking even more cross.




“They are probably trying to capitalize on Hope’s novels and the subsequent movie versions,” Bones told him, pouring dressing on her salad. “People are more likely to remember those than the Ruritanian nobility’s ranks and major families.”




“Do you know, I’ve had people tell me that I can’t possibly be German as I speak with a British accent?” he asked, even more annoyed.




Dawn looked over at him.




“Sweetheart, you speak English with a British accent,” she pointed out.




“Yes,” he agreed, “that’s because all my tutors were British or spoke British English, I attended Eton for a year, and I watched far more British television than American.”




“You’re not German,” Bones added, poking through her salad with a fork. “You’re Ruritanian.”




“Exactly,” Dima said. “Only try making some of the random Americans I’ve spoken to understand that. I’ve been told that there’s no such country as Ruritania, that because my country is ruled by a monarchy I must therefore hate democracy, or conversely, I must be ready to ask for asylum here in the United States, because it is so far superior to my own land.”




“When did this happen?” Dawn asked.




She’d accompanied him on at least half of his errands and had managed to steer conversation away from most pitfalls.




“When I bought gas,” he said, looking upward to refresh his memory, “when I visited the post office to send Gretel a package, and by some woman who brought her child to the building’s playground, even though she doesn’t live there.”




“You could allow some of your native language’s pronunciation to slip into your English,” Bones suggested. “Though that won’t help with the people who don’t understand that Ruritania is a country.”




“And then there was the intense debate some of the children got into over whether or not it was possible for me not to have a last name,” he noted. 




“Okay, that one’s pretty fair,” Dawn said. “In the US, everybody at least starts with a last name.”




“Not according to the children,” he said, picking up another piece of his burger. She’d managed to get him to eat a burger with his fingers, but only after he’d cut it into quarters. “They appear to believe that Madonna, Prince, and other one name celebrities were either hatched or born of seafoam and therefore do not have a surname. They couldn’t come to a consensus on the pope, as some were convinced Pope is a name, and others say it’s a title.”




“Not a lot of Catholics in your building, huh?” Angela asked.




“In that gathering, only one very small and confused boy who has not yet gone through confirmation,” he answered.




“Oh!” Angela perked up. “This Saturday, our place, Hodgins and I are doing a backyard barbecue. Everyone’s invited.”




“What’s a barbecue?” Dima asked.




“Oh, ho ho ho,” Booth said. “I will be there, if only to see Mr. Not British introduced to the wonder that is American barbecue. Hodgins doing his brisket?”




“Oh, yeah,” Angela said. “He’s already bought it and named it George. It’s currently marinading.”




“Should I be worried?” Dima asked Dawn softly.




“Nope,” she said. “You might want to fast, though.”




“And,” Angela said to Dima, “my dad should be there.”




Dima straightened.




“Oh?” he asked.




Dawn ducked her head against his shoulder and laughed.




“Bring your guitar,” Angela said.




“Oh, well, I don’t know if—” he demurred.




“Bring your guitar,” she repeated.






“What are you up to?” Doctor Wells asked Dawn as she slowly worked her way back out of the shelf she’d nearly climbed onto.




It had been a mistake to wear a skirt that day, but she was in the habit, especially once Angela said she’d spoken to Doctor Saroyan about Dawn’s dismissal as Doctor Sayad’s intern, and Doctor Saroyan was going to speak to Doctor Goodman. It wouldn’t have been a huge surprise to be called in to speak to Doctor Goodman, so she’d dressed a little nicer for the occasion. She’d forgotten, though, that she would be looking for the lost set of Ruritanian remains through the older, less organized storerooms of the Jeffersonian.




She backed up onto the ladder she’d climbed up on and felt it shift as Wells put his hands on it.




“Hey!”




“Don’t panic,” he said. “I’m just going to hold it for you. What are you looking for?”




“A set of remains,” she said, blowing her hair out of her face. She was unpleasantly sweaty and dusty at the same time. “Box 970724-FRU13.”




“Female, Ruritania, thirteenth body of the year,” he decoded for her. “These are mostly Native American remains recovered more than a century ago. You won’t find it here.”




“Well, see, the idea is,” she said, irritated, “that since the remains aren’t where they’re supposed to be, I’m looking for them where they’re not supposed to be.”




She climbed down, keeping her skirt close to her legs. Wells wasn’t shy about staring up at her.




“We should date,” he said as she reached the floor.




“What?!” she asked.




“Seriously, we should go out on a date,” he repeated. “I know a great sushi place, and the latest Marvel movie opens Friday.”




“No,” she answered. “Not interested.”




“In the sushi or the movie?” he asked.




“In you,” she replied.




“Try two rows over,” he said. “There was a dig in central Europe about twenty years ago, Bohemia, actually, and they brought about a dozen different sets of remains back. Someone might have stuck your Ruritanian there. Give me a chance. I’m a genius, and you’re not stupid. We’d do great together.”




“Is that one of those neg things I keep hearing about?” she asked, profoundly irritated.




“No, a neg would be if I said you were pretty hot for a skinny, flat-chested girl,” he said. “Which you are, but I wasn’t going to go there. So?”




She stomped down on the impulse to cross her arms over her chest.




“So, the answer is still no,” she replied.




“Why not?” he asked, unruffled.




“Because I’ll be busy filling out the paperwork to lodge a sexual harassment complaint against you,” she answered.




She waited, glaring at him. After a long moment, he seemed to take the hint and shrugged nonchalantly.




“When you change your mind,” he said, “let me know.”




He shuffled off, leaving her grinding her teeth. She waited until he’d left the room and walked over to the row he’d indicated. There were more than twenty boxes stacked on the shelves there, and the cards taped to the front on some of them had been torn or stained. She wondered how many sets of human remains gathered dust on shelves in museums around the world. There was a movement to repatriate Native American remains, wasn’t there? What was the dig in Bohemia for, and why hadn’t they partnered with a museum or university there? Why were the remains just sitting there boxed up and unexamined?




It was from before Angela’s time, so there probably wouldn’t be a good answer. Maybe Doctor Goodman might know, but she shook her head at that thought. You didn’t bug the head of the Jeffersonian with random questions. Maybe she could bring it up to Doctor Saroyan. It didn’t seem right, all these remains sitting here without even the promise of being examined and identified like the ones in Purgatory had.




Sure enough, two rows up and behind the other boxes, there was a dusty plastic container taped shut with a matching number: 970724-FRU13. It was heavy and unbalanced, but she pulled it out after carefully restacking the other boxes.




Angela was out of her office, so Dawn put the box on a nearby table and went back to her own computer. She brought up the cuneiform database and began working on translations. It took several minutes of reading and absorbing while her brain tried to press meaning onto each word like seeing if jigsaw puzzles pieces matched. After all, the script changed over the course of several centuries, and it might be Sumerian, Akkadian, or a dialect of either, or something entirely different, and the meaning of the different symbols changed depending on the context. Some of the earliest ones were rebuses, which just made her brain hurt. Usually, though, she had a sense of the text within five minutes, and then it just took a bit of playing to get things to line up.




“Oh, hey, you found it!” Angela said, coming back in. “Way to go!”




“How’s it going out there?” Dawn asked.




Angela made a face.




“I’d avoid it, if I were you,” she advised. “Even with the downdraft on full strength, the smell’s getting pretty bad. They’re having to cut through a lot of the metal, and from the—well, from the circumstances, it looks like the poor guy was alive when the car was crushed.”




Dawn made a little noise at the back of her throat.




“Yeah,” Angela agreed. “Hodgins is in seventh heaven, trying to figure out how to extract the remains. He may get to use the water cutter.”




“Yay?” Dawn asked.




“Well, he’ll be happy,” Angela remarked.




Dawn joined her at the table as Angela cut through the tape and pulled the lid off. Inside were the neatly arranged bones of a complete skeleton, femurs on either side, skull in the middle, and everything else packed away like knick knacks in a moving box. A wave of profound sadness washed over her.




“Nobody should be left like this,” she said. “In a box on a shelf. Someone out there must be missing her.”




“And our job is to help identify her so she can go home,” Angela said. “Hmmm. No reports. That’s odd. There should be a hard copy of the autopsy, toxicology, osteology, and isotope findings.”




She took out a large manilla envelope and checked it.




“Personal effects,” she said. “Let’s wait on those. I want all the tests on the remains finished before we look at them.”




“Okay,” Dawn agreed. “What comes first?”




“Well, we’re going to give her a general look over,” Angela said, picking up the skull. “Female, forty to forty-five years old, Caucasian.”




She placed the skull down, picked up the pelvis, and angled it to see inside pelvic opening. She ran her finger along the inside of the pelvic rim.




“Pelvic symphysis confirms the age, and she gave birth more than once,” Angela said. “See the lines? During childbirth, pelvic ligaments may be torn from the bone, causing these marks.”




“So she had children?” Dawn asked.




“Well, there’s no way to tell if the babies survived birth,” Angela said. “But she definitely gave birth more than once.”




She set the pelvis down and picked up another bone, this one about the length of her hand and three inches wide.




“Well, I guess I just found cause of death,” she said.




Dawn looked. There was an angled circular hole in the bone, and she recognized the bone as the sternum, the one lying directly over the heart.




“Is that a bullet hole?” Dawn asked.




“Yeah,” Angela said, taking care not to touch the margins. “Who knows, there might even be some particulates Hodgins can recover. But this? This was a high caliber, high velocity bullet. Do you see the bevel on the anterior side? She was shot from behind. What was the date on these remains?”




Dawn handed her the card with the little bit of information Angela had found.




“Oh my God,” Angela breathed. “She’s one of the sniper’s victims.”




“What sniper?” Dawn asked.




“Ten years ago,” Angela told her. “Almost to the day, there was a sniper shooting random people at gas stations and parking lots and other places. There were, oh, a dozen and a half victims? I’d have to look it up, but it’s not like there’s a whole lot of people killed by precise high caliber, high velocity rounds here in DC at that time. What’s she doing here?”




“I thought anyone who died on Federal property came here,” Dawn said.




Angela stood silently, weighing her thoughts.




“Okay,” she finally said, “there is something rotten in Denmark.”




“What?” Dawn asked.




“Something’s seriously fishy,” she amended. “Missing paperwork, an unclaimed body hidden with a bunch of other remains like it’s a purloined letter, and now a pretty obvious connection to a string of unsolved homicides?”




The hairs on the back of Dawn’s neck lifted up. Angela looked up at her.




“Maybe it’s nothing,” she said. “But after what I saw with Jarod and Buffy, I’m not willing to bet that it’s nothing. Dawn, let’s keep this quiet and under lock and key. Does Dima know there’s a set of remains from his country here?”




“I mentioned it in passing,” Dawn said, “but I hadn’t told him anything other than it existing.”




“Okay, well, I’m not going to ask you to lie,” she said. “But don’t bring it up, and if he asks, tell him we’re taking our time.”




“Okay, but—” Dawn started.




“I need to talk to Seeley about this, and Tempe,” she said to herself. “And we’re really going to need Hodgins’s help, but he should be done with the car by the end of the day tomorrow.”




“Okay,” Dawn said.




“We’re going to skip the physical reconstruction and do this on the computer,” Angela told her, “but we need the osteological, DNA, and isotope reports done first. I’ll talk to Hodgins tonight.”






The strangeness of that discussion stayed with her the rest of the afternoon. Dima was picking her up from the museum at the end of the day, as they would return to Marge’s for the results of her reading. Distracted and worried, she picked at the translations, wondering if she were wasting her time, since she hadn’t heard anything from Doctor Saroyan. To be fair, they were still trying to get the corpse out of the car, and since the remains were still squishy—as Doctor Wells had put it—Doctor Saroyan got first dibs.




Her phone pinged, and she picked it up. The text from Dima read that he was just outside the forensic anthropology lab, waiting for her. He must have charmed one of the security guards or other employees to get that far back without an employee badge. She responded that she’d be right out, saved her work, shut down her computer, grabbed her purse, and headed out. In her distraction and hurry, she went straight out through the forensic stage without remembering Angela’s warning.




She looked up and saw Dima waiting outside the vestibule and waved at him, and then the smell hit her. Putrefaction, rot, decomposition.




“And there we go!” Hodgins crowed with triumph. “King of the lab!”




Dawn looked up at the autopsy platform. With a sound like a tin can being torn apart by shears, Hodgins swung an entire half of the crushed car around, opening it like a door, and displaying the contents like a window at a department store. She stopped, her brain trying to read what she was looking at. A head, yes, an arm, but the foot shouldn’t point like that…it wasn’t until she realized that the head sat between the feet, and the feet pointed backwards that she realized the person had been folded in half, backwards, like an envelope, and all the training, all the learning she’d done the last three weeks treacherously informed her that his hips must have been dislocated and the pelvis broken, ligaments and tendons torn, and that Angela had said he’d been alive when it had happened—




“Miss Summers?”




Doctor Saroyan had looked up and seen her standing, halfway to the door, staring up at the wreckage of what had been a human being. Dawn felt suddenly cold, followed by a wash of inexplicable heat.




“Miss Summers, sit down!” Doctor Saroyan ordered, dropping what she held on a table and pulling her gloves off while she went straight for the stairs down.




“I just have to…meet…”




The floor tilted, and someone threw a heavy, black coat over her. The weight of it pulled her down. The floor was there, under her cheek, cool and comforting. There were noises far away and then movement and then several voices. Something nearby made a lot of noise. She managed to open her eyes and saw the ceiling above her turn, but Dima was there, and she realized he was holding her. Then her eyes were closed again, she heard Dima’s voice rumbling, and it was dark.




With a sense of time having passed, but not knowing how much, she stirred when she felt something cold and wet against her forehead and wrists. She was extremely comfortable. Her feet were elevated, and there was a blanket over her. When she opened her eyes, she was in Doctor Brennan’s office, and Doctor Saroyan sat next to her, two fingers on her wrist.




“There she is,” Doctor Saroyan said. 




“What happened?” Dawn asked. “Where’s Dima?”




“You experienced an episode of syncope,” Doctor Saroyan told her. “Brought on by the fact that you saw the rather ghastly remains of a murder victim in situ and possibly also because you skipped lunch today. Your boyfriend is currently talking to the head of security to explain why he decided he needed to break through the security perimeter of the forensics lab by shattering the glass wall and door.”




“He did that?” Dawn asked, horrified.




“Mmmm hmmm,” Doctor Saroyan confirmed. “Apparently, the pen he carries in his jacket pocket doubles as a glass punch. Kind of a boy scout, isn’t he? At any rate, you fainted, I was already on my way to you, and then Der Graf breaks a door and a wall, climbs through and comes straight to your side. He was a little upset.”




Still horrified, Dawn looked up when Angela came in, carrying a steaming cup.




“Awkward, awkward,” Angela said. “Very awkward.”




“Well, yes,” Doctor Saroyan agreed. “Not only do we have the damage to the department, but a good prosecutor could try to call chain of custody into doubt because of the breach of security.”




“What?” Dawn asked, more horrified.




“Easy,” Doctor Saroyan said, pushing her back down. “I said try. There are a dozen cameras on the autopsy platform and another half dozen on all the different approaches. No one touches the remains without being recorded.”




Angela handed the cup to Doctor Saroyan, who held it for Dawn. It was heavily sugared and creamed coffee.




“Sip slowly,” Doctor Saroyan said. “You had a nasty shock. How’s it look out there?”




“Doctor Goodman just got here,” Angela said. “And Seeley just arrived.”




“Oh, well, Agent Booth,” Doctor Saroyan started.




“He had Radziwill with him,” Angela said, already wincing. “Apparently, Radziwill was stopping by to talk to you, Dawn.”




Doctor Saroyan looked back down at her.




“Can I faint again?” Dawn asked.




“I don’t think it’ll help,” Doctor Saroyan said sympathetically.




With their help, she sat up, and while dizzy, she managed to sip the coffee, which was very good.




The door to the office opened.




“—valry is dead, Your Highness,” Radziwill said, “and I’d be grateful if you’d remember that.”




“I don’t concern myself with chivalry, Mister Radziwill,” Dima replied, holding the door for him, “and I don’t apologize for my actions, though I do for any inconvenience they caused, and I will, of course, make whatever reparations the Jeffersonian believes are necessary.”




“I got it,” Booth said, taking the door from Dima.




Dima came in after Radziwill, a little flushed but composed. He relaxed as soon as he saw Dawn sitting up. Angela got up and made room for him on the couch, and Doctor Saroyan pulled her chair back so Radziwill could approach.




“You’re all right?” Dima asked, sitting next to her.




He put an arm around her shoulders, and when she leaned in, he kissed her forehead.




“Better,” she said. “I am so sorry.”




“Don’t be,” he answered. “When I saw what was on that platform—”




“Which is part of an ongoing criminal investigation,” Radziwill stressed, “and we appreciate your discretion regarding the details.”




A flash of irritation passed over Dima’s face.




“Mister Radziwill, I would no more compromise a murder investigation than I would—”




“Cause tens of thousands of dollars in damage to the Jeffersonian Institute because you wouldn’t wait for someone to let you in?” Radziwill asked, a little acid to his tone.




Having been fired from the other half of her internship only the previous day, Dawn froze. She could see this escalating to the point that she didn’t have an internship at all. How on earth would she explain that to the matriculation board?




“If it’s a matter of money, I have already made arrangements for the embassy to cover the costs of the repairs,” Dima said.




“It’s a matter of hassle,” Radziwill said, “and a matter of unthinking privilege when you waltz back to a secure area without an escort to pick up your girlfriend.”




“Mister Radziwill,” Doctor Goodman said, coming in, “thank you for your concern regarding our security measures. I’ve already spoken to the staff members that walked Mister Hentzau back here. They’re aware that I asked that Mister Hentzau be given access equal to his generosity. They were unaware the forensics department were currently working on an investigation. I have dealt with the matter, and I do not require any more assistance.”




Dima settled back against the couch, and Radziwill gave him a sour look.




“I stopped by to thank you, Miss Summers,” Radziwill said. “As the comment Ambassador Rassendyll made was public and corroborated by others, we were able to lodge a complaint with the British Foreign Office. I doubt you’ll be drawn into anything similar again.”




“Is he going to be mad?” Dawn asked, envisioning revenge plots.




“No,” Radziwill answered, a little surprised. “That’s not how this works, Miss Summers. He tried to exploit a new resource and was rebuffed. That’s all.”




“What about you, Dima?” Dawn asked. 




“He’ll most likely drop the matter,” Dima answered. “If he tries again, I can tell him in very diplomatic terms that I’ll have no truck with him while Secundus is working on a trade agreement with the United States.”




Dawn sipped her coffee, enjoying the warmth.




“Okay,” Doctor Saroyan said, “let’s leave Miss Summers to recuperate. I’m sure Mister Hentzau can look after her. Doctor Goodman, if you have a moment?”




“Hey, Booth,” Angela called. “Do you have a moment?”




“Sure,” he answered.




Everyone left her and Dima in Doctor Brennan’s office.




“Are you feeling better?” Dima asked.




“So embarrassed,” she answered, covering her face with both hands. “I can’t believe I fainted.”




“I can,” he answered. “Between the smell and the sight of that thing? I had warning, and I still felt quite queasy.”




She looked up at him.




“You broke a door and a wall to get to me?” she asked.




He looked a little sheepish and cleared his throat.




“I may have overreacted a bit,” he admitted, “but I saw you stagger and then go down, and I had no idea why. I’m afraid I acted before I really thought things through.”




She cupped his face with her hand and kissed him.




“I knew you were there,” she said. “I heard your voice. You carried me in here, didn’t you?”




“I did,” he said, smiling. “And then I was pulled immediately back out to deal with Agent Booth and Mister Radziwill. I would much rather have stayed here with you, but I didn’t want the hostility to disturb you.”




They kissed a bit more, and she rested her head against his shoulder. 




“Let me know when you feel up to going,” he said. “We still have to collect our answers from Marge.”




“I don’t know if I can face that,” Dawn said. “She’s got some ability, and the way the cards keep coming up the same…it’s really kind of oppressive.”




“That is the problem with prophecies,” he agreed. “Why don’t I take you to dinner, first?”




“That would be nice,” she said. “It’s Tuesday. There should be tacos.”




“I haven’t tried tacos yet,” he said. “May I use cutlery?”




“No,” she answered. “Hands only. If we’re lucky, we can find a place that has good flan. You can use a spoon on that.”






“So, the tacos were good,” Marge said when she came in.




“Yes, extremely good,” Dima answered.




Dawn checked her blouse for stains. 




“It’s Tuesday,” Marge said, “and tacos, when you’re hungry, leave a special kind of hum in your aura. Burgers and pizza do the same, but a different pitch. All the stuff that’s bad to overdo but tastes so good when you’re hungry? Like that.”




“I did not know that,” Dawn said.




“No reason why you should,” Marge answered. “I’m the psychic, not you.”




“My report home is going to sound so very strange,” she muttered.




“I’d love a copy,” Marge replied. “Now, here’s your list of area psychics with my annotations.”




She handed Dawn the folder, and Dawn quailed.




“This has to be twenty pages!”




“There are a lot,” Marge agreed and then produced two cream colored envelopes. “And here are your two real answers.”




Both envelopes had a name on them. Dawn accepted hers, and Dima took his. 




“What if we don’t know the question that these are answers to?” Dima asked.




“It all works out,” she told them. “If you don’t know now, you’ll understand when the time comes.”




Dawn opened her envelope and pulled out the card inside. Written in gold ink with swooping lines was the name “Gordon Wyatt”.




“Who’s Gordon Wyatt?” she asked.




“That’s for you to find out,” Marge said. “Don’t put it off too long. You’ll need him soon.”




They both looked at Dima, who held his envelope in both hands. 




“I would rather look at this at another time,” he said.




“I figured,” Marge answered. “Well, kids, it’s been swell. Don’t be afraid to send any business my way, and remember me on your Christmas card list.”




He tucked his card away, they both stood and shook her hand, and made their way out. On the way to the car, Dawn flipped through the list. Third on the list was the woman Angela had mentioned, Avalon. “Extremely accurate. Does not work with many people. Highly recommended.”




“Are you okay, Dima?” she asked.




“Yes, fine,” he answered. “I’m just a little leery of what my answer is and the question it implies.”





The Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918



“You wanted to see me?” Dawn asked, closing the door behind her as she entered Doctor Saroyan’s office.




Aside from Doctor Saroyan, two more people waited for her—Doctor Goodman and a genial white haired man in a tweed suit.




“Miss Summers,” Doctor Saroyan greeted her. “Have a seat, please. We’re talking about the situation with Doctor Sayad.”




“Oh.”




She hadn’t heard anything since Monday, and now it was Thursday. She had started to think nothing would happen, which even though it meant she could devote her all her time to Angela’s work, was fairly stressful.




“Miss Summers,” Doctor Goodman said after she took a seat across from him, “this is Doctor Fenniman of the British Museum’s Mesopotamia department. He’s here for a conference on Asiatic languages, and he was kind enough to stop by and lend us his expertise.”




“Oh?” She lit up. “Do you know Rupert Giles? He used to work in your department.”




“Good heavens, yes,” the old man said, his sparse eyebrows lifting until they created a ladder of wrinkles on his forehead. “Why Rupert was as diligent and insightful a fellow as I’ve ever worked with. How is he?”




“Very well,” Dawn said. “If you like, I can give you his address, email, and phone number. I’m sure he’d love to hear from you.”




“That would be delightful,” Doctor Fenniman said.




Doctor Goodman discreetly cleared his throat, and Doctor Fenniman recollected himself.




“Now, my dear Miss Summers,” he said, taking several printouts from his satchel, “I wonder if you would do me the goodness of looking at this tablet and seeing if you can translate it for me.”




“Sure,” Dawn answered.




The picture he handed her was a high resolution photograph of an unusually large tablet, one that had been fired to stoneware, making it a permanent record. 




“Wow, the text is pretty small,” she said, squinting a little.




“I have a magnifying glass,” Fenniman said, offering it to her.




Dawn took it with a smile and scanned over the piece, absorbing the text and the little flags it planted in her mind.




“Take your time, my dear,” Fenniman said.




“Well, it’s late Sumerian,” she said. “The writer is using a mix of logo and syllograms, which gets pretty hairy.”




“It does indeed,” Fenniman agreed.




She studied it for a minute or so.




“Okay, this is rough,” she warned. “I’d prefer to write it all down first and puzzle out the homophones.”




“Do your best,” Fenniman said.




She took a breath.




“To His Exalted, Most Supreme Majesty, Urukagina, of the Fertile and Honorable Lagash,” she read out, “I, Luenna, high priest of Enki, of the city of Eridu, send my most humble and solemn greetings. It is with deepest grief I must relay to you news of the death of your son, Lord Girsu, in combat with the detested raiders of Uruk.”




“That’s quite enough,” Fenniman said, smiling gently.




“There’s a lot more,” Dawn said, looking up. “You don’t want to hear it?”




“Not at all,” he answered. “Tell me, Miss Summers, when did you begin studying cuneiform?”




“Well, not so much cuneiform,” she hedged, “but I started picking up Akkadian and Sumerian when I studied with my first tutor in January and February. I didn’t start looking at cuneiform until, oh, late May, in my Art History class, and then I really started studying it at the beginning of June.”




When all three of the doctors looked at her wide-eyed with frank amazement, she realized she should have hedged a great deal more.




“Of course, I’m familiar with many dead languages from the Mesopotamian area,” she added. “Giles was my tutor from the time I was nine years old.”




“Ah, well, that does explain a great deal,” Fenniman responded. “Still, that is quite an amazing accomplishment.”




“Is that enough information, Doctor?” Doctor Goodman asked.




“Oh, yes,” Fenniman agreed. “Quite enough. Thank you, my dear.”




“Thank you, Miss Summers,” Doctor Saroyan said. “That’s all we need.”




“Oh?” Dawn asked, a little surprised. “That’s all?”




“That’s all,” Doctor Saroyan said, smiling. 




With a bit of trepidation, Dawn got back up, shook Doctor Fenniman’s hand, and left. They waited until the door closed behind her.




“Good God, Goodman,” Fenniman said. “If Sayad is so mentally aberrant as to have dismissed that young lady without her killing and eating someone in front of him, I will happily take her on my staff for whatever time is left on her internship. It would have taken me the better part of a day to begin translating that tablet, and she did it in less than three minutes.”




Goodman looked over at Saroyan.




“To your knowledge, has Miss Summers killed and eaten anyone?” he asked drily.




“No,” Saroyan answered firmly. “I doubt she has the stomach for it.”




“Which brings us back to why Doctor Sayad fired her to begin with,” Goodman said. “He couldn’t give me a valid reason. The only thing he would say was that she had exceeded her authority.”




“You say he’s been here six months?” Fenniman said. 




“Five and a half,” Goodman corrected.




“An ambitious man with the resources of the Jeffersonian would have submitted more than one paper by now,” Fenniman mused. “Possibly even have one about to be published. How many has he done?”




“None published,” Goodman answered. “To my knowledge, none submitted, and from what Miss Montenegro tells me about his staff, his academic supervision is lax while his office supervision is classical micro-management. I did speak to Rehm at the magazine, and she said he’d approached her about an article regarding his new organization system for the tablet collection. 3D scanning, RFID tags, and a database index published for all scholars to reference.”




“That is not his system,” Saroyan protested. “Miss Summers started putting that together her first day here.”




“And he’s taking credit for it?” Fenniman asked. “Oh, dear. Oh, dear. Oh, dear. That was never the impression I received from his academic work prior to the Jeffersonian. He was scrupulous about crediting his staff and collaborators.”




“He came in from Yemen on an H1-B visa,” Goodman said. “That was after he left Syria, after things fell apart there.”




“If he was a refugee, trauma could explain a profound personality change,” Saroyan pointed out.




“If he’s experienced trauma that severe, he should be receiving medical care,” Goodman responded. “Doctor Fenniman, have you ever spoken to Doctor Sayad in person?”




“No,” Fenniman answered. “Only by email, and not since he left Syria. I tried contacting him once I learned he’d settled here, but I’ve received no reply.”




Goodman thought silently for a moment.




“Doctor Saroyan, please tell Miss Summers that she is to continue her work with the tablets, but that she needs to be scrupulous about documenting it—how many hours, which tablets on which day, that sort of thing—but that she is not to answer to Doctor Sayad. In fact, tell her not to approach him, and if he approaches her, she’s to report to you immediately.”




“I will,” Saroyan answered. “What are you thinking, Doctor Goodman?”




Goodman made a face. “I’d rather not say, but I’m going to err on the side of caution.”






The forensics staff was still busy with their current case and Dima had a business lunch to attend, so Dawn took lunch by herself out on the patio, pad and pencil on hand to work on sketches while she ate. There was enough traffic that she could keep herself busy with quick gesture drawings—a little girl running around the fountain, an older woman on her cell phone, a man reading a book.




She set out several pieces of fruit for His Majesty, and he gobbled them down and left her a small, muddy piece of frosted green beach glass. He held still long enough for her to draw a quick portrait, paying more attention to his eyes and beak than to his feet, but getting most of him on the page. He squawked and took flight when someone came up to the table.




Dawn looked up, but the sun was just behind him, and she couldn’t see his features for the dazzle of sunlight.




“Hey, birds, huh?” he asked. “Pretty cool.”




He sat next to her, and her hackles rose.




“I’m eating alone,” she told him.




“Yeah, I know,” he answered. “That’s why I sat down here. To keep you company.”




He was a little older than her, well muscled, and he should have been handsome, but on taking an instant dislike to him, all she could see were the flaws in his looks—a bit of an underbite, ears that stuck out too much, and some acne on his cheek. 




“I’m eating alone by choice,” she answered, getting angry, “and I’d like to keep it that way. Go find another table.”




“Hey, don’t be that way,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “Pretty lady like you ought to be glad of the company. I’ll keep the bad guys away.”




“I do not want your company,” she said loudly, drawing attention from the people around her. “I want to be left alone. So go away.”




She didn’t have her satchel, so she didn’t have a weapon. Feeling naked, she looked back inside the building, towards the cafe and the checkout and saw Agent Booth looking up to see what the commotion was. A woman in a navy blue suit, sitting by herself and eating a salad, was getting to her feet as well.




The man leaned closer towards her, his expression contorting into something hateful.




“Maybe you shouldn’t be such a bitch,” he hissed. “Maybe you should learn some manners.”




He grabbed her right wrist, which was nearly healed after Saturday’s events, and his hard grip made her gasp in pain. 




“That’s right,” he snarled.




She twisted her hand out of his grasp, pushed herself back, and stood up.




“Get your hands off me, and leave me alone!” she yelled.




That was enough for the people around her to start putting forks and spoons down. Several men got to their feet just as Booth came through the door and the woman who’d stood up a moment earlier reached them.




“What the fuck is your problem?” the man demanded.




The newly arrived woman pushed her jacket back, exposing a badge at her waistband. She put a hand up directly in the man’s line of sight.




“Take a step back, sir,” she ordered. “Keep your hands where I can see them. Miss, are you a—”




She was cut off when five hurtling black forms cut between them, causing Dawn and the woman to duck. Dawn fell back just as Agent Booth reached them, covering her head against the flapping wings. But the birds ignored her, the woman, and Booth, and went straight for the man, wings beating, claws tearing, and beaks stabbing. They were terrifyingly silent, though the man shrieked, kicking and waving his hands against his attackers.




“That’s enough,” Dawn called, trying to wave them off. “That’s enough! That’s enough!”




His Majesty dropped back, lifted off, and then settled on the back of the chair Dawn had abandoned. He cawed loudly, and the remaining birds left off and flapped to nearby roosts, some of them close enough for people to touch, though none of them tried to. The man, curled up on the ground, groaned, and brought his hands down. His face and hands were covered in cuts—some mild enough to be scratches, others deep, and a few perilously close to his eyes.




“On your feet,” Booth snapped, grabbing him by the arm and hauling him up. “Agent, are you all right?”




“I’m fine,” the woman answered. “Jennifer Jareau, BAU.”




“Seeley Booth,” he answered. “Major crimes.”




“You’re the one assigned to the Jeffersonian’s forensic anthropology team?” she asked. “Wow, you guys have an amazing clearance rate.”




“Thanks,” he said. “I hear good things about your team too.”




Agent Jareau looked over at Dawn.




“Miss, are you all right?” she asked.




Dawn nodded, not quite sure if she was or not.




“Your wrist?” Jareau asked, pointing to it.




“He, uh, he grabbed it pretty hard,” Dawn managed.




“Why don’t you ask me how I am?” the man demanded. “I’m the one those damn birds attacked.”




“Yeah, that was pretty amazing,” Jareau said, staring at His Majesty. “What is that? A raven?”




“A crow,” Dawn said. 




“So, along with assault and battery,” Booth said, “you’re in violation of the Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918.”




“What?” the man asked. “I didn’t do anything! Those birds attacked me!”




“Crows don’t attack a human unless that human’s been messing with them,” Booth said. “Them, their nests, or members of their flock. That’s a violation of Federal law, and there are some pretty steep penalties.”




His Majesty cawed loudly and flapped his wings. 




“You want this?” Jareau asked Booth.




“Actually, if you’re not too busy,” Booth said. “I’m in the middle of something. I just stepped out for a muffin.”




“I’ve totally got it,” Jareau replied. 




“I’ll send you contact information for Miss Summers here, if you’ll take Mr. Charming in,” Booth said. “And I’ll have security pull up the footage and forward it to you.”




“I didn’t do anything,” the man protested.




Several of the injuries on his face were bleeding, and he made a terrible sight.




“I could use some witness statements,” Jareau said loudly.




“I can help!” the man reading a book said.




“And me,” the older woman who’d been on the cell phone said. “I recorded it!”




Booth gathered contact information and gave the witnesses business cards for both him and Agent Jareau. The man who’d sat by Dawn began fidgeting and looking for a way out, apparently realizing just how much trouble he was in, but Agent Jareau applied some pressure and had him handcuffed in less than five seconds. 




“How’d you do that?” Dawn asked.




“Lots and lots of practice,” Jareau answered. “You look a little shaken. Are you sure you’re okay?”




Dawn nodded.




“You said you’re with the BAU,” she said.




Jareau nodded. “I am.”




“Do you know Doctor Spencer Reid?” she asked.




“Yes.” Jareau looked a little startled. “He’s a colleague.”




Dawn smiled genuinely this time. “I met him on a flight to London. Would you tell him I said hello?”




“You’re the London girl?” Jareau asked, even more startled. “Ah, absolutely! I will absolutely tell Doctor Reid hello for you. Is it okay if I give him your contact information?”




“Oh, sure!”




Two uniformed officers of the DC metro police and two paramedics arrived, and Agent Jareau handed Dawn’s attacker over to them for first aid and processing.




“I doubt we’ll actually go through with the Migratory Bird Treaty Act,” Jareau told her. “But it was definitely a nice touch. He’ll probably plead out to assault and battery if we threaten him with it.”




“I was just sitting there, minding my own business,” Dawn said. “I’ve never even seen that guy before in my life. Why did he pick me?”




Jareau read her with old, wise eyes.




“It’s because you were just sitting there, alone, minding your own business,” she explained. “If you’d been with a friend, especially with a man, he wouldn’t have bothered. If you’d been older, he wouldn’t have bothered. If you’d been a man, he wouldn’t have bothered. You fit a certain demographic, Dawn, and until you age out of it, you’ll be at greater risk of encountering predators like him.”




“Did I do something wrong?” Dawn asked. 




“No,” Jareau answered, shaking her head. “As a matter of fact, you did several things right, including when you shouted and got everyone’s attention.”




“Does this sort of thing happen to you a lot?” Booth asked, frowning.




Dawn hadn’t spent very much time one on one with him, and his uncanny resemblance to Angel still made her nervous, but she appreciated how much Angela liked him.




“I don’t know,” Dawn sighed. “I mean, I didn’t think so, but when I stop and think about it, yeah. It kind of does.”




Booth considered her and then looked over at Jareau.




“You good?” he asked.




“I’m good,” Jareau replied. “Miss Summers, I’ll be in contact. Considering the video footage from the security cameras and the one cell phone, and the fact that I witnessed the assault, I doubt we’ll need to do a full witness statement from you, but I’ll let you know either way.”




“Thanks,” Dawn replied. 




She picked up her belongings, and Booth shepherded her back inside. When she reached the door, His Majesty cawed loudly. Dawn looked back and waved at him. He flapped his wings and resettled on his perch.




“The reason I asked,” he said, when they were outside the public area, “is because I had the distinct feeling that Buffy and Jarod were both people stuff happens to. So’s Bones. Stuff happens to her a lot more often than it should.”




Dawn considered that. Buffy was, after all, the Vampire Slayer. She went out hunting and killing vampires, and it was her nature to get dragged into other, related situations. Jarod was a Pretender, and he went out trying to fix wrongs as repayment for how his skills had been sold to the highest—and almost always most evil—bidder. It seemed like a normal consequence that stuff—more stuff than the average person experienced—would happen to them, like the laws of physics had been appropriately applied, and the math all worked out.




“It does?” Dawn asked.




“Oh, yeah,” Booth repeated. “Stuff. She doesn’t carry a gun anymore, but it’s a good thing she’s got, like, three black belts.”




Dawn considered this.




“I can fence,” she said.




“What, like yards?” Booth asked, baffled.




“No, like ‘you killed my father, prepare to die’,” she said.




“Oh, okay.” He accepted that. “Does that even come up? Actual swordfights?”




“A couple of times, yeah,” Dawn said.




“Yeah, I’m going to go with ‘stuff happens to you’,” Booth declared. “Next time a guy like that starts bothering you, pull a sword on him. I’d like to see his expression.”




When they reached the lab—where repairmen worked on replacing the door and had already replaced the glass from the vestibule wall—Booth steered her away from the autopsy platform to the back hallway between the offices and labs. Angela looked up from her work.




“There you are!” she said. “What took you so long?”




Booth pointed at Dawn. Dawn gave a weak, guilty shrug.




“Don’t mess with the lady,” Booth said. “She has an attack crow.”




Angela looked at Dawn, blinking.




“Stuff happens to me,” Dawn admitted. “I don’t even.”




“Okay, well, Cam needs to see you, Booth,” Angela said. “And you, Dawn, are going to tell me everything.”




Booth gave Dawn a look and shook his finger at her.




“Stay out of trouble,” he said. “Trouble makes paperwork, and I hate paperwork.”




“You just told me to pull a sword the next time a guy hassled me,” Dawn pointed out. “How is that staying out of trouble?”




He didn’t answer but just shook his finger at her again on his way out of Angela’s office.






“He defended you?” Dima asked as he helped her out of his car at the entrance to the Ruritanian embassy.




“I’m sure of it,” Dawn told him. “He probably dove as soon as the guy grabbed my wrist. He was going really fast.”




Knowing they’d be going back to the embassy at the end of the workday and not expecting to work on the tablets, Dawn had worn a pretty print dress of white with line drawings of the Eiffel tower in black and accents of sky blue with a blue sweater and blue heels. She’d ended up working on the dusty tablets for half the day after Doctor Saroyan had told her she was back on the staff in the Mesopotamian department, but a quick whisking with a brush wielded by Angela had restored her.




“I wish I’d been there,” Dima said darkly.




“Hey, there were two FBI agents there,” Dawn reminded him. “The guy was arrested. Besides, considering what you did to the door, I’d rather not see you get in trouble again.”




He offered his arm, which she took. The valet drove his car off to the embassy parking lot.




“You probably have a point,” he sighed, unhappy.




It was a little after four. Angela had given her permission to leave early on the promise that she’d be in that evening to watch Michael Vincent. Since she went in with Angela and Hodgins, and they were working extra hours on the current murder investigation, Dawn had plenty of extra time racked up that week. 




The doorman closed the door behind them, and the cool gloom of the front hall fell over them. It was a nice change from the high temperature and humidity of the outside. Dima paused, allowing her to take in the scope of the building. The embassy had been built just after the turn of the previous century and was rich with dark paneling, thick oriental rugs, and the jewel tones of stained glass. The curve of the stair’s balustrade, the entryways to the different wings, and the metal appointments like the furnace registers, wall sconces, and door handles were all the height of Art Nouveau. Dima released her hand as she wandered further into the hall and then looked up at the portraits of the monarchs of Ruritania. The red hair and jade green eyes of the Elphberg line showed up more often than not, and those who didn’t inherit one didn’t get the other. They tended to mouse brown hair and blue eyes. She saw the striking resemblance between the male Elphbergs and Ambassador Rassendyll.




“Interior by Alphonse Mucha?” she asked in a teasing tone. “It’s very Belle Epoch.”




“It is, actually,” Dima answered. “Mucha was born in Krumlov-Budejovice, after all. This is his original work, both the architecture, the interior design, and several of the portraits—including our most famous Queen Flavia.”




He pointed to the portrait in a secondary place of honor—the primary place being taken by the current monarch, Queen Antonia. There, Queen Flavia stood, captured in jewel toned oils with the sinuous outlines and curving patterns Mucha’s work was famous for. She gazed out with the same jade green eyes and dark red hair so frequent in the Elphberg and Rassendyll line. Her long slender nose, fair skin, and faint smile set off the white silk dress and rich purple robe lined with ermine. Her right hand rested on a globe, and in her left hand, she held a red rose, just starting to open. She looked sad, wise, and patient.




“This was painted shortly after Rudolf was killed,” Dima said, not distinguishing between King Rudolf and Rudolf Rassendyll. “You can see the barest hint of her pregnancy, if you know what to look for.”




Dawn looked around the foyer to see if anyone might overhear them and judged it safe.




“Did anyone ever question who the father was?” she asked in a nearly silent voice.




“No,” Dima answered. “So few people at the time knew of Rassendyll’s existence, let alone his deception, and they never breathed a word. Hope’s novel was considered an outrageous libel, the kind of speculation over a series of unlikely events that got writers executed. Besides, everyone knew without a strong monarch and heir, the Austro-Hungarian Empire would have rolled over us like an avalanche. No one was willing to risk it.”




“Did Rupert really betray the throne?” she asked, aware it was a very touchy subject.




Dima stood silent for a moment.




“He did,” he finally admitted. “The details are lost even to my family, but he was entrusted with certain knowledge in order to act on behalf of Flavia when she was still the princess. My pet theory is that she knew Black Michael had kidnapped the king, and Rupert was her inside man. However, when Rassendyll came into play, Rupert went back on his sworn word in an attempt to win…I don’t know. Blackmail, possibly. It’s also possible that he harbored some insane idea about marrying her.”




“What happened?” Dawn asked.




“He was an idiot,” Dima answered. “He forgot or discounted the fact that his sister and Flavia had attended the same boarding school and were close friends there. Once Rupert…murdered the king and tried to blackmail Flavia, she contacted Berenice, and Berenice took it to the family—her twin brother, their younger brother and sisters, and their uncles and aunt. They made a unanimous decision not only to strip him of his title, but to execute him. If Rassendyll hadn’t killed him, the family surely would have.”




“You said your family has never gone back on its sworn oath to the throne,” Dawn pointed out quietly.




“The family never has,” he replied, and she could feel the tension in his arm. “We are all of us raised from infancy to understand the legacy of our family—the promise or prophecy made by the Crow King that, so long as we are loyal to the rightful monarch and do not fall to ambition—our family will continue in health and prosperity. That is not to say there haven’t been individuals who’ve fallen short of this. There have, and Rupert was the worst of them. Any member of the family that raises a hand to the crowned king of Ruritania will be killed by the family. The only exceptions have been when something else killed them first.”




She squeezed his arm and felt him consciously relax.




“I wish I’d known her,” Dima said softly, looking up at the portrait. “Berenice’s journals speak of her amazing intelligence, her diplomacy, her canny understanding of human nature. Ruritania might have had its monarchy and aristocracy dismantled at the end of the Belle Epoch, just as Austria, Germany, and so many other nations did. She navigated that minefield while providing much needed reforms to the people. She was an amazing person.”




“Maybe Antonia will match her,” Dawn said, thinking of the Princess Royal. 




“She’ll have to,” Dima said soberly.






He took her on a tour of the public areas of the embassy, all of it rich and dark, and then he brought her to the private offices, including his own. It was nicer than she expected—large enough for a desk, bookshelves, chairs, and a sofa, but definitely not as grand as a Ruritanian aristocrat might expect. She could see where he’d added his own belongings—pictures of family and friends, including a group shot of him with her, Sabrina, Lee, and Cole, books on history, political science, and biographies, and a change of clothes in one of his desk drawers. The umbrella Sabrina had given him as a going away present stood in a stand next to the door.




To her surprise, the embassy was all but deserted. 




“Where is everyone?” she asked.




“My coworkers seem to feel the standard workday is a bit onerous,” he answered, drily. “Most of them show up around ten, take a two hour lunch, and are gone by three thirty or four at the latest. It does free up the support staff, though.”




He nodded to a secretary returning to her station, and she smiled back. Then she noticed Dawn and guiltily dropped her head and stuck to her work.




“What was that?” Dawn asked. 




He winced.




“There was, ah, some speculation when the news of the annulment spread,” he said, looking uncomfortable, “as to whether my known habits would change. I’m afraid there were some instances where certain individuals made plain their, er, willingness to, ah…”




She stared at him, amazed. He’d never fumbled quite that much in his speech before.




“She came on to you?” she asked, cutting to the crux.




He looked terribly embarrassed.




“Er, in a manner of speaking,” he answered.




“And you turned her down,” she said.




“Of course!” he said.




“Then, what’s the problem?” she asked. 




He led her away, towards the higher echelon of offices.




“To say it was awkward would be doing the matter a kindness,” he replied, still distinctly uncomfortable.




“Dima,” she said, stopping in the hallway, “you’re handsome, you’re rich, and you’ve got a title and the social power that comes with it. Are you actually telling me that you’ve never had to discourage interested women before?”




He gave her a very irritated look.




“It’s not that simple,” he said. “Yes, I have, but for the most part, the women I’ve known were frightened of Talia’s social rank and power or they were intimidated by my own. Or, in a few rare instances when I was serving with Captain Finn, they had no idea of my background. Miss Kovar expressed an admiration bordering on idolatry and made it clear she saw no need to engage in any manner of…regular relationship.”




Now he looked harried.




“You mean, she’d be happy being your piece on the side,” Dawn translated. “Or even just one of your pieces on the side.”




“How exactly am I supposed to respond to a person loudly exclaiming my qualities as a gentleman and a nobleman who then offers to engage in thoroughly dishonorable conduct with me?” he demanded. “I turned her down, of course. I’m afraid I wasn’t as kind as I could have been.”




“Well, she still smiled at you,” Dawn said. “It can’t have been too bad.”




He scrubbed at his hair, a sure sign he was getting close to losing his temper. She stepped closer to him and put her hands on his waist.




“Hey,” she said softly, “I love you, and I trust you and your wonderful archaic sense of honor. I can see the funny in this, because I know you’d never go back on your word to me, okay?”




He unwound a little. 




“She is actually a very good secretary,” he said. “Much more conscientious in her work than the others.”




“You have to share her with the rest of your department, right?” Dawn asked.




“Yes,” he answered.




“So, set her up with a single guy,” she said. “Like Kirchenau, for instance.”




“I’d like her occupied, not despairing of humanity’s future,” he said. 




“We’ll think of something,” she laughed.




He gave her a kiss before leading her on.




In the ambassador’s suite of offices, there was a door next to the security office leading to a private, walled garden with a gazebo. 




“One moment,” he said, and ducked into the office.




Dawn glanced in and saw a bank of monitors showing every hallway in the building, all of the public rooms, and the entire exterior from multiple cameras. Dima spoke to the head of security, who looked up from the conversation, met Dawn’s eyes and gave her a friendly smile and nod. She nodded back. When Dima came back out, there was a sparkle in his eyes.




“The garden is ours for the next hour,” he said.




The garden was perhaps half an acre, enclosed by the different wings of the embassy on all four sides. To her surprise, it was more than ten degrees cooler than the front of the embassy where they’d gotten out, but then the walls blocked out nearly all of the direct sunlight, and the brick held the cool of the evening almost all day long. 




More than that, there was a great lion’s head mounted on the wall next to the entrance, creating a waterfall which splashed over and down a rocky embankment and in turn led to a narrow stream that crossed the space diagonally to the opposite corner, turned, came back, turned again at the next corner to cross the opposite diagonal, went under the first leg of the stream, reached the far corner, and turned one last time to bring it to a pool where it pumped back up to the waterfall. It created an X with two closed sides or two triangles with the apex touching. It was all managed over a slope of five or six feet from start to finish, with small foot bridges, flagstone walkways, trees, hedges, and flowerbanks all worked artfully into the layout.




“It’s wonderful,” Dawn breathed. 




“I thought you might like to come here and draw,” Dima said. “Not many people have access to it, but I’ve already gotten permission from Secundus. I do believe he likes you.”




She looked up at him and smiled. 




“Thank you, Dima,” she said. “I’ll do that.”




“Let me show you around.”




He led her along the walkway to pockets of wildflowers, roses, laurel, and iris. There were steps up and down, pathways off to secluded dead ends, overhangs of willow or jasmine, trellises, and discreet sets of chairs and table for tea or quiet conversations. 




“What little diplomacy occurs at this embassy usually takes place here,” Dima explained.




“If I were another country’s diplomat,” Dawn said, “I’d find a reason to come here and negotiate something, anything, just so I could come out in this garden.”




She realized that under the birdsong, she could hear frogs creaking. 




The end of the path brought them to the gazebo, which was only ten feet in diameter on the inside. Dima led her up the stairs inside and then pointed up at the ceiling. When Dawn looked up, she saw a mural of a rose, lovingly rendered.




“Everything that happens in here is considered sub-rosa,” he said. “Under the rose, which has been code since Roman times—”




“For secret,” she finished for him, smiling. “But, the gazebo’s open, and there are windows all around. How can it possibly be private?”




“Try a seat,” he said. “And see if you can be seen.”




She took a seat on the bench on the opposite side from the entrance. Looking out, the path turned back towards the center of the garden, and it was lined by Mediterranean cypress trees, taller than the building, and absolutely opaque. She checked each of the other openings from where she sat, and saw, in turn, that the view was either of a brick wall—often covered in some climbing plant—or that a tree, bush, or bend of the landscape obscured any possible view from the windows.




“The other seats are like this?” she asked. 




Dima nodded. He watched her closely.




“What about the security cameras?” she asked.




“They watch the entrance,” he replied, “which is just by the security office for good measure. It’s the only way in or out of the garden. Once you’re in, there’s no one to know what you do.”




He stepped over to her, a smile playing on his lips.




“Which is why it makes the perfect place for me to act on my revenge,” he said, savoring it.




“Your…revenge?” she asked, looking up at him.




He knelt in front of her and put one hand on her calf. She didn’t quite jump, but she felt an electric shock from his touch on her bare skin when she hadn’t anticipated it.




“Yes, for your ambush in the Jeffersonian’s warehouse,” he said, clearly enjoying himself. “We have the garden for another forty-five minutes with no interruptions, and I have some very clear designs on you.”




The realization of what he’d been plotting dawned on her, and she looked around, a little panicked.




“Here?” she asked.




He caressed her leg and smiled up at her.




“Why, yes,” he answered.




“Now?” she squeaked.




“Oh, yes,” he said.




The color in his cheeks had brightened, and she knew she was blushing. They’d been kissing since he’d picked her up at the Jeffersonian, but she hadn’t expected this. He picked up the hem of her skirt between thumb and forefinger, lifted it only an inch or two, and kissed her knee.




“Please?” he asked.




That electric shock ran across her skin again, and her mouth went dry.




“What…what if I get loud?” she asked. 




“That’s one of the advantages of the garden and the late hour,” he said. “Very few sounds make it out, and even if they do, there’s no one to disturb.”




He kissed her knee again, and she felt his tongue on her skin while he looked up at her and held her gaze. She swallowed and managed a nod. Oh, she didn’t…this was really going to happen. She didn’t know if she was ready for it, but she absolutely wanted it. 




“Slide forward just a bit,” he said, taking her hands and drawing her forward. “Up to the edge of the seat, and spread your legs.”




She did, biting her lip and feeling her heart rate pick up.




He slid his hands up both her legs, caressing her skin, and giving her goosepimples.




“I’m going to take off your shoes,” he told her.




She nodded, and he did so, kissing the sole of each foot as he bared it. He set her shoes to the side. Then he took off his jacket, folded it, set it aside, and loosened his tie.




“Do you want to roll up your sleeves?” she asked, afraid she would start giggling with nerves.




“Now there’s a thought,” he answered.




He took off his cufflinks, put them in one of her shoes, and neatly folded his cuffs back to the middle of his forearms. For all his calm, she saw that he was moving very carefully, and there was just a bit of sweat at his hairline. He put his hands on her calves again, just sliding over them, letting her get used to his touch. When she took a deep breath and exhaled, he moved up to her knees, under her dress.




“Not too far apart yet,” he said, bringing her legs back together. 




She felt his hands slide up her skin to the tops of her thighs and then touch the legholes of her panties.




“I’m going to need these,” he said softly.




She nodded and raised herself up a little. He reached up, hooked his fingers under the waistband and pulled them down past her bottom and then down her legs, over her knees, and down to her ankles. She shivered.




He kept his eyes on her the whole time. 




“Ready?” he asked.




It took her two tries to say yes.




She felt his hands on her knees, slowly pressing them apart. He kissed the inside of her knee, moving up in a line of nibbles and tiny licks, and as he did so, he pushed the hem of her dress back, folding it back in pleats, leaving her more and more exposed. Had he felt this vulnerable when she’d unzipped his pants and pushed them down? When her legs were completely bare and she was half-naked, he kissed the insides of both her thighs, and she heard him sigh.




“Lean back, love,” he murmured. “Relax.”




She tried and found herself staring at the painting of the rose above them. She felt his lips come closer and closer, grazing her, nibbling on her. Oh, God, she’d fantasized about this more times than she could think, and it was happening.




“Oh, Dawn,” he groaned. “You’re dripping.”




How could she not be?




He kissed her, just where the lips of her vulva met, and his fingers gently stroked her. She felt achingly full and spread her legs further, as far apart as she could. He kissed her again, and she felt his hot tongue slide between her lips and retreat. His hands caressed the insides of her thighs, and he ducked down further. Then he drew his tongue along the line where her lips met, slipped between them, separated them, and opened her to him. She cried out once and then again, louder, when he repeated his action. 




“You taste so good,” she heard him say. “You’re so ready.”




He kissed her, drawing her flesh into his mouth with gentle suction, and using his tongue to press and torment it. She gasped and wiggled, but he caught her legs in his hands and lifted them, bringing them over his shoulders so her feet rested on his back.




“Oh, god,” she cried, grabbing at the edge of the bench. “Don’t stop. Please, God, Dima, don’t stop.”




He didn’t. He used his tongue to savage her clitoris, and then she felt his fingers gently explored the folds of her labia. She raised her hips to him.




“Yes,” she groaned. “Yes, please!”




He slid two fingers into her as he sucked on her flesh, and she nearly screamed. That was the point where she lost track of exactly what he was doing. When her eyes were open, she was staring at the rose, mewling helplessly. He did something with his fingers, something inside of her that made her flesh quake and quiver. His mouth moved over her, sucking, pressing, devouring her. 




It didn’t take long, not as she sobbed and twisted against her, and he held her hips down with one arm while he used the other hand to plunder her. 




“Oh, god,” she cried. “Jesus God, Dima. Yes!”




He moved his hand, thrusting with his fingers over and over and over while eating her alive, and her whole body took over, arching her over the seat, bucking her hips against him, and then her muscles locked as she managed to take one last breath before it exploded.




She rode the wave, shaking as each impact shook through her like an earthquake, and then she slowly collapsed, aware that her feet were dug into his back, her legs were trembling with exhaustion, and he was still connected to her. Her legs slipped down, and her feet slapped the floor of the gazebo. She slumped back with a moan. She felt the moment his mouth left her.




“Dawn?” he asked, his voice thick. “Are you all right?”




She managed another soft moan, mostly affirmative. Her hands rested limply on the bench. She felt, also, when he pulled his fingers out of her, her flesh making a soft, wet sound.




“No,” she said, ready to cry at the loss of him.




“Shhh,” he said. “It’s all right. Shhhhh.”




He came up on his knees, his face red and wet from nose down, and he pulled her up towards him. He kissed her, deeply, and she tasted herself in his mouth and on his skin. Then she rested her head on his shoulder. 




“Liebchen, geht es dir gut?” he asked.




Love, are you all right?




She managed a nod and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. He shushed her again and stroked her back. When she began recovering her senses, she found she didn’t want to talk, at all. She only snuggled against his chest. After a moment, he dug a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his face. He wiped hers as well, though doing so as gently as possible, so as not to destroy what was left of her makeup.




Without talking, he put her shoes back on, kissing her feet again while she kept a hand on his shoulder. Then he handed her purse back to her. He rolled his sleeves down, put his cufflinks back on, put his jacket back on, and tightened his tie. He still looked rumpled and sweaty, a rarity for him. She knew she had to be red-faced and sweaty as well. Her hair was nearly wet at the roots. When they stood, he took her in his arms and kissed her thoroughly. She melted against him. 




“Tomorrow?” she asked.




“Tomorrow,” he replied. “Hours to spend and no one to please but ourselves. Pack a bag.”




They walked back through the garden, following the path all the way around. He picked a white rose for her and tucked it into her hair, and they held hands until she ducked under his arm, and then he simply held her against him. 




“Time to go back inside,” he told her, “and get you home.”




Resigned, she accepted it, and they went back to holding hands as they went back inside the cool, dark building. The security officers on duty were scrupulously involved in some other matter and only looked up to ensure that both of them had returned. Dawn realized she didn’t even care what they thought.




It wasn’t until they stood at the front of the embassy waiting for the valet to bring Dima’s car back that she jerked with a horrible thought.




“What?” Dima asked concerned.




“Dima,” she choked, “where are my panties?”




“Oh, those,” he said, absolutely smug. “They’re in my pocket. If you don’t mind, I’d like to keep them.”






“This is for you,” Angela said, setting a jug on Dawn’s desk.




“Cranberry juice?” Dawn asked, turning the label towards her. 




“Unsweetened,” Angela pointed out. “Eight ounces a day, and you’re good to go.”




“Good to go for what?” Dawn asked, confused.




She had been working on a computer version of the facial reconstruction she’d done of the male African-American boxer, learning the software from scratch with a face she was already familiar with. Try as she might, she couldn’t make a connection between that and unsweetened cranberry juice.




“When you get a chance, look up ‘honeymoon cystitis’,” Angela told her. “And then thank me.”




“Ooookay,” Dawn replied, still not sure what was going on. 




“You ready to go?” Angela asked.




“Where?” Dawn asked back.




Angela paused, closed her eyes, and laughed to herself.




“Boy, when you get in a project, you are deep in a project,” she said. “Almost as bad as Jack. Tonight! With Dima!”




“Oh,” Dawn answered. “Oh! Uh, yes, packed and ready to go.”




“You know, you can take off any time,” she said. “It’s fine by me.”




“I’m putting my hours in,” Dawn said. “Besides, Dima’s not off until three at the earliest.”




“Uh huh,” Angela said. “Ah, I’d drag Jack off on some weekend getaway, but we’ve only got the babysitter for the evening, and everyone’s expecting us at Founding Fathers.”




“That’s actually really close to Dima’s place,” Dawn said. “Maybe we’ll stop in.”




Angela gave her a very jaundiced look. “You say that now. I get the feeling you won’t even notice when the time comes.”




“You probably have a point,” Dawn said, grinning.




She couldn’t stop thinking about it. Or rather, every time she looked up from her work and saw the clock had jumped forward another twenty or thirty minutes, she thought about it. In a way, she was glad she and Dima had waited two long weeks to consummate their relationship. They hadn’t actually gone on a picnic, but they had spent hours and hours in each other’s company as boyfriend and girlfriend, and it really did make a difference. On the other hand, she fully expected to explode in a cloud of weaponized sexual frustration if she didn’t get her hands on him that night.




Someone knocked on the doorway to Angela’s office, and they both looked up to see Doctor Brennan with a clipboard.




“Are you ready?” Brennan asked without a preamble.




“Yes,” Angela said. “Come on, Dawn.”




“Ready for what?” Dawn asked, getting up.




“I’m doing a preliminary examination of the remains you found in storage,” Brennan answered. 




“But I thought the last body brought in,” Dawn started.




“Doctor Wells is working on it,” Brennan replied. “It is straightforward, and I will review his work. However, I feel this case deserved my undivided attention.”




“You do?” Dawn asked. She was already tired of being one or more steps behind everyone else.




“A set of remains misplaced for ten years?” Doctor Brennan asked. “The majority of that time has been during my tenure. I believe it is my responsibility to care for all the remains in our custody. The ones in Purgatory have already been examined to the best of my abilities and await identification. These remains lack any real documentation. Therefore, I will take charge of the osteological examination and ask Doctor Hodgins to perform all the necessary isotope and DNA tests.”




“Oh,” Dawn said. 




It made perfect sense when she put it like that.




In Doctor Brennan’s exam room, the remains were laid out on the main table, well lit, clean, and dry. Agent Booth stood off to one side, silent.




“I will have all the bones x-rayed, of course,” Brennan said. “But there are multiple markers that are visible to the naked eye.”




She picked up the skull. 




“Your initial assessment, Miss Summers, was correct,” she said. “Female, approximately forty to forty-five years of age at time of death, Caucasian. Subject stood approximately five foot six. There are no osteological signs of famine or obesity, so weight was probably between one hundred thirty and one hundred fifty pounds. There are fillings as well as one implanted molar, and evidence of at least two occasions of plastic surgery, changing the line of the chin, the cheekbones, and the nose. Remodeling of these features puts the surgeries at approximately twenty-five years ago.”




She set the skull down and drew a lighted magnifying glass on an arm out over the remains. 




“Apparently cause of death, in the absence of other osteological markers,” she continued, “is a high velocity, high caliber round that intersected the T6 vertebra and the manubrium. She was shot either directly from behind or from an extremely high angle while prone.”




Dawn covered her mouth to stop herself from crying out in horror and pity. Doctor Brennan looked up at her. 




“Miss Summers, there is no record of these remains being received,” she said. “Only the date they were received, their gender and nationality, and the fact that they were still in the collection. Considering the cause of death, that raises some very serious questions about why her death was not further documented or investigated.”




“Do you think there was some sort of cover up?” Dawn asked.




A year ago, even in the town that was Sunnydale, she wouldn’t have credited the idea for anything short of someone messing with the mayor, and even then, someone would have known about it. But after learning about Jarod’s life, about his kidnapping as a child and how the Centre had pursued his parents and sister for thirty years and then him after his escape, she was no longer so sure. 




“It’s looking that way,” Booth said, stepping forward. “The dates line up with the second DC sniper, and he was never caught. There were fifteen victims that we know of. There was speculation that it was a copycat killer or possibly a terrorist, even both, but there have always been some holdouts in the Bureau that whoever it was used the murders to hide a murder, obscuring motive.”




“The first sniper did that too, didn’t he?” Dawn asked.




He nodded. He looked ticked, and she realized that he took the killing of more than a dozen people very personally.




“But, why not hide the remains properly?” Dawn asked. “Bury them, pour concrete on them. Heck, throw them at the bottom of a grave and cover them with some dirt before the coffin is lowered.”




“That is a very good question,” Brennan commented, “but not one we can answer at this time.”




“We are also keeping this on the down low,” Booth said. “Considering that the remains are here, in the Jeffersonian, that speaks to people in positions of power knowing something. So, anything discussed in here stays in here. ¿Comprende?”




“Sí,” Dawn answered automatically.




Brennan waited until Booth nodded before continuing.




“There are several remodeled fractures on the remains,” Brennan said. “A greenstick fracture to the right radius in childhood is apparent. From the amount of remodeling, it probably occurred before the age of ten. There are two fractures of the left seventh and eighth rib are consistent with a blow to the chest and healed before the age of twenty. The muscle attachments for the legs are quite large, implying greater than average musculature, but no matching indication for the arms. It would be fair to conclude that the subject was either a runner or a dancer. The greatest number of markers, however, in among the metacarpals and phalanges.”




Brennan moved the lens over to the left hand. 




“There are a striking number of fractures of both hand bones and finger bones,” she explained. “These fractures are not the result of the more common causes. None of the breaks are what are considered boxer’s fractures, implying that the subject struck something with her fist hard enough to break the bones. These breaks are the result of deliberate injury by someone else.”




Booth looked grim.




“There are five breaks to the proximal phalanges,” Bones continued, “and seven breaks to the metacarpals. I’ll need to review the x-rays to see if I can determine the actual fracture pattern, but to break so many bones on one occasion would take a blunt object applied with great force. Remodeling suggests the breaks occurred approximately twenty-five years ago.”




“The same time as the plastic surgery?” Dawn asked.




“There’s no way to know,” Brennan said, shaking her head. “It seems more likely that one took place after the other. Especially considering there is a remodeled hairline fracture of the hyoid bone, indicating that she was strangled, and it comes from the same time period.”




“She was strangled, her hands were broken, and she had plastic surgery,” Angela repeated, horrified. “All in the same time frame.”




“Within the same six months,” Brennan said. “Possibly within the same three month.”




“Once her hands healed,” Dawn said, thinking back to something Dima had said about his mother, “would there have been any symptoms?”




“Considering the damage done,” Brennan answered, “and the indicators at the first phalangeal joints, she most likely experienced significant arthritic pain.”




Dima had said his mother had terrible arthritis in her hands, though he hadn’t mentioned a cause. She had died ten years ago, almost to the week. She’d have to ask Dima what the exact date had been. But…she was buried alongside her husband, Dima’s father, in a tomb in the family graveyard at Var Hentzau. He’d shown her. They’d laid flowers on the tomb. And she’d been killed in a car wreck by a drunk driver. The driver had gone to jail for seven years.




“Dawn, what’s wrong?” Angela asked.




“No, it’s just…” She shook her head. “Just some weird coincidences.”




But her unease didn’t go away.




“I’ll be taking samples of bone and tooth for isotope studies,” Brennan said, “and also for a DNA profile. Hodgins will also take samples from her personal belongings, and there may be something among them to help. At the very least, that will give us enough information for you and Angela to reconstruct the face, and from there, we may find enough to identify this woman.”




“And catch her killer,” Booth said.




Dawn looked down at the remains and felt her resolve harden. Whoever this woman had been, Dawn would help the others find her killer and bring them to justice.





The Son of the Crow King



The car ride to Dima’s place was almost silent, broken only by a few exchanges. 




“Taekwon’s going to bring over some stuff for you to try on tomorrow morning, before the barbecue,” Dawn told him. “If it works, maybe you could hire him as a buyer.”




“If it would prevent me from having to go into those terrible stores,” Dima said, glancing at her, “then yes.”




When he wasn’t shifting up or down with the flow of the traffic, they held hands, lacing their fingers together.




“Mrs. Washington has invited us to dinner Sunday night,” he said, keeping his eyes on the road. “I promised her an answer tomorrow morning. Are you willing?”




“Absolutely,” Dawn answered, smiling. 




She couldn’t say how he managed to keep his mind on the driving, as she couldn’t keep her thoughts focused for more than a few moments, watching the scenery go by. After the delicious minutes spent in his hands and under his mouth the previous day, all she wanted was to feel his skin against hers. She was hyper-aware of her own skin, of his hand and hers touching, of the fabric of his suit jacket against her cheek, and the smell of him.




When they arrived and he parked, she got out on her side and joined him at the trunk where he had taken out her bag and put the strap over his shoulder.




“I can carry my own bag,” she told him.




“Yes, but you’re not going to,” he answered. “You may carry the wine.”




He handed her a bottle of Ruritanian red, grown in the furthest southern province along the Vltava river, and picked up another bag with groceries from the stop he’d made before the Jeffersonian. Dawn hugged the wine bottle against her, and he leaned over for a kiss.




“Tonight,” she said, inexplicably shy.




“Tonight,” he answered, touching her cheek. “Let’s go inside.”




He took her hand, and they walked past the playground, which had at least a dozen kids and several dogs playing. A few parents sat around the edges, most of them consumed by their cellphones. Dima gauged the crowd and sighed, putting something aside.




“What?” Dawn asked.




“Oh, there are several people there who don’t live in the building and aren’t sitting with residents,” he said. “It’s not a public park, and I’m loathe to send children on their way if everyone’s well behaved, but it is supposed to be a privilege afforded the residents.”




“It’s also the only safe place for a lot of kids to play in a two block radius,” she pointed out. “Maybe you could fund a public park.”




“Maybe,” he said. 




Inside, there was a great deal of work being done. The walls had been painted, the floors had been resurfaced with much more durable tile, and the mailboxes had been replaced with ranks of gleaming new ones.




“Oh, Mr. Hentzau,” Mrs. Washington called, coming out of the apartment office.




“Yes, madam?” Dima answered.




“You have three boxes waiting for you on your doorstep,” she told him, “and you may receive complaints from UPS, FedEx, and those other people.”




“Why should I hear complaints?” Dima asked.




“Because if the slip says ‘deliver to door’ or ‘signature required’ and I know the people are home, I insist they take them to apartment instead of dumping them on me,” Mrs. Washington told him. “That messes with their delivery times, and they’re not happy, but I say, if the slip says do it, then you do it.”




“As well you should,” Dima told her. “You may tell them that I approve of your approach, and if they have any further issue, you may refer them to me.”




She nodded firmly. 




“I knew I could count on you, Mr. Hentzau,” she said. “You’ve got a good head.”




He looked a little startled. 




“I thank you, Mrs. Washington,” he said. “It’s not often I’m told that.”




“Hmph,” she said. “Don’t go getting too big for your britches, though.”




“Oh, never,” he assured her.




“And have a fine weekend,” she said, turning back to the office. “I’ll see you Sunday night for dinner.”




“Yes, you will, and Miss Summers, too.”




Stifling her laughter, Dawn led him to the elevators. 




“I don’t mind if you get too big for your britches,” she said in a low voice as she pressed the call button.




He smiled and leaned over a bit. 




“I suspect you’re thinking of some very specific circumstances,” he breathed and then kissed her.




The elevator arrived, and they waited while three people exited. There was much hello-ing and how-are-you-ing to Dima, who answered every question with grace and a kind of remote affection. Dawn grew impatient and fidgeted. Finally they had the elevator to themselves, and Dima hit the button for the penthouse floor. What he didn’t do was use his key to make the trip nonstop, and the elevator stopped on the second floor. 




The same two grandsons of Mrs. Washington and Michael, the boy whose mother needed a walker, got on, talking animatedly. All three of them greeted Dima as ‘Mr. Hentzau’ and called Dawn ‘ma’am’.




“Oh, and we got our names picked out,” the older brother said.




“Names? Dawn asked.




“As musical artists,” Dima explained for them.




“Yeah, I’m Illustrious, and he’s Serene, and we’re Their Highnesses,” the younger brother explained.




Dima made an impressed face and nodded.




“You may face a little bit of criticism when you reach Europe,” he said, “but don’t let that stop you.”




“Nah, man,” the older brother said, “we’ll just say we crowned ourselves like Napoleon!”




Dawn’s mouth fell open.




“You looked up Napoleon?” she asked.




“I did a report in AP European History last semester,” the older brother said. “You talking ‘bout the mediatization reminded me.”




Dima only raised an eyebrow at her as the elevator stopped on the seventh floor and let the boys out, and they were alone in the elevator. For one floor. Dawn almost laughed as a tiny, frail woman holding a crockpot got on and hit the button for the ninth floor.




“May I help?” Dima asked.




The little woman looked up at him, blinking through thick spectacles. 




“Can you cook?” she asked.




“Ah, no,” he said.




“He burned the pasta two nights ago,” Dawn said, trying not to dissolve into giggles.




“In my defense,” Dima added, exasperated, “I was distracted.”




“No, you can’t help,” the tiny crone told him as the elevator arrived and the doors opened, “and don’t both of you be in the kitchen at once. Bad things happen when you smooch in the kitchen.”




A squeak escaped Dawn, half a giggle stifled before it could get entirely out.




“That’s why I take the soup to him instead of letting him come down to my apartment,” the woman continued, getting off and holding the door open. “No smooching!”




Dima bit his lip and then cleared his throat. 




“Yes, of course,” he managed. “Very wise.”




“Hmph.”




She let the doors close, and the two of them fell against each other, laughing.




They had the elevator to themselves the rest of the short way up. They traded glances, looking away when the other looked over, or both of them gazing at their hands where their fingers were interlaced. Dima lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed her fingertips.




When the elevator arrived on the top floor, he led her out, and they kissed, one kiss for every step to the door. Each step became a little more unsteady until Dawn’s foot hit an obstacle, and she almost tripped. Dima caught her and pulled her back towards him. 




“Ah, there are boxes,” he managed to say.




And there were, three boxes just where Mrs. Washington had told him there would be.




“And groceries,” Dawn reminded him.




They reached the door, and Dima tried twice to unlock the door, missing the hole with his key. His hand shook.




“I swear, it worked this morning,” he said.




“Let me,” Dawn said, taking his keys and handing him the wine.




Feeling his hand on her back, moving across her skin, she still managed to get the key into the hole and then turn it to unlock the door. 




“Watch for—” 




“Ashera,” she finished for him. “I know.”




As she cracked open the door, she stomped her foot, startling the cat and driving her back. They went through quickly. Dima put both bags on the kitchen counter, several feet past the door, and then returned for the boxes, while Dawn herded Ashera back to the forest of cat trees Dima had installed for her. He returned with two boxes in his arms, pushing the third box with his feet, and closed the door behind him.




“We, ah, we really do need to put the groceries away,” he said, looking embarrassed.




“But, Dima,” Dawn said as innocently as she could as she came back from the living room, “we can’t both be in the kitchen at the same time.”




He set the two boxes on the counter and backed her up against the refrigerator.




“And why not?” he asked, not touching her, but coming extremely close.




“Smooching,” she said. “Bad things might happen.”




His lips hovered over hers.




“That is not something I’m prepared to concede,” he said, close enough that his breath stirred against her skin.




“But think about th—” she started.




He cut her off with a kiss, pressing her up against the refrigerator, his hands running over her hips to her bottom where he dug in and squeezed. His tongue slipped between her lips, and she took him, reveling in it, until she jerked and pulled away.




“Owowowow! Claws!” she yelled.




Dima looked at her, mystified.




“Claws?”




She looked down and shook her leg where Ashera had stretched up, exposed her claws, and dug in, right on Dawn’s thigh.




“Augh!” Dawn cried.




Dima swooped down, grabbed Ashera by the scruff and lifted her, gave her a shake, and tossed her out of the kitchen. Then he checked Dawn’s leg.




“Pink,” he told her, “but no blood. Will you live?”




“Yes,” she said, sighing, “but let’s put the groceries away.”




She stowed things in the refrigerator and pantry while he opened the boxes and took out the contents. She left the wine out and put the cranberry juice in the refrigerator with the cheese, beer, vegetables, and chocolate milk. Dima had discovered pre-made chocolate milk and went through a quart every two or three days. 




He was busy stacking his purchases from Amazon—everything from cat toys to dry goods to a cover for his car to what looked like a small charcoal grill for the patio.




“Dima?” Dawn called, unable to suppress her smile.




“Yes?” He asked, not looking up from his stack of goods.




“That can wait, right?” She asked.




He was one of the most picked up people she’d ever met, to the point where she worried a little bit if she’d meet his standards, which was something she’d never considered before. She’d noticed that he hated interruptions and would return to a task and finish it, even if other, more interesting diversions abounded.




She drew the line on their first night together though.




He looked up, saw her expression, and realized what he was doing.




“It can go and hang itself,” he said, leaving his stuff.




“I’m glad to hear that,” she said.




He came over to her and put his hands on her waist, and suddenly, all her nerves were back again.




“Tonight?” She asked.




“No,” he answered. “Not tonight. Now.”




He dipped down and picked her up. She put her arms around his neck and leaned in while he carried her to the bedroom. There, he set her down on the edge of the wide bed and knelt before her. With the same tingling kisses to her knees, he slipped her shoes off and set them aside.




“My turn,” she said. “Sit back.”




He leaned back and brought his feet forward, and she took first one foot and then the other, untying his shoe, slipping it off, and then pulling his sock off. 




“Stand up,” she said.




He stood without a word, and she reached up and slid his jacket off, folding it and setting it on the chair against the wall. Then she did the same with his tie. They stood for a moment, lips almost touching, eyes looking over one another.




“Turn around,” he murmured.




She did and felt him pull her hair back and lift it over one shoulder, unlatch the catch of her necklace, and lift it off, before putting it on the nightstand. Then he took her shoulders in his hands and simply held her, grazing the skin of her neck with his lips, breathing the scent of her. After a moment, she felt his fingers at the waistband of her skirt. He unbuttoned it and pulled the zipper down. She pushed the skirt over her hips and let it fall to the floor where he picked it up and set it aside.




When she turned back to him, she looked up and took his kisses, lips on lips with just a little tongue darting here and there. She loved the way he kissed. He cupped her face and brushed her hair back, lingering over her cheeks, her eyes, and her mouth. Swallowing, she started on the buttons of his vest, undoing each one from top to bottom. When his vest fell open, he shrugged it off.




“Don’t you want to,” she started, reaching for it.




“No,” he answered, catching her at the waist and bringing her back up.




“It’ll get wrinkled,” she reminded him.




“That’s what dry cleaners are for,” he replied.




They kissed more deeply, and her hands moved over his shirt, unbuttoning and opening. Two weeks, and they’d never actually been naked with each other. Oh, clothes had certainly been removed or worked around, but she’d never gotten the full skin contact she’d craved so much. When she ran her hands over his bare chest, he shivered.




“Cuffs,” he said, not looking up from kissing her throat.




It took some doing to find them by touch and take them off, first the left and then the right. He took them from her, leaned over and dropped them on the nightstand by her necklace. Then he shrugged his shirt off.




When she reached for his belt, he laughed softly in her ear, his breath hot.




“My turn.”




She kissed his chin and then along his jaw to his throat and down as he found the button at the back of her blouse’s collar and undid it. Then she had to lead him to the zipper under her arm.




“You did that on purpose,” he accused her.




“Maybe,” she answered.




She lifted her arms over her head so he could pull her blouse off. He tossed it toward the chair where it landed and slipped off. Her skin sang under his touch. Her breath came faster and deeper. As they kissed, his hands caressed her shoulders and then slid down her back to her bra and the fastener there. With a quick motion, he unhooked it, and she let it fall forward and then off her chest. She was naked except for her panties. He kissed her, his hands moving over her.




“You are so beautiful,” he whispered.




“So are you,” she said, kissing him back.




She kissed his chest, trailing her lips over his skin and enjoying how his breath deepened. She unbuckled his belt and slowly drew it out of the loops, dropping it on the floor. Then she unbuttoned and unzipped his trousers and pushed them down until they slid down his legs. He stepped out of them and kicked them back. He was fully erect, straining against the fabric of his boxers. She drew the waistband back and pulled it down a little, releasing him, and felt his fingers tighten on her. He kissed her, deeply, as she pulled the fabric down until it dropped, and then she ran her fingertips and nails over the skin of his backside, his hips, and then his front.




He sighed against her lip, groaning softly, and she felt his fingers at the waistband of her panties. He pulled them down, and she shook one of her legs until they slipped off. They stood together, skin pressed to skin, kissing and touching.




“Dima,” she whispered. “I want—I want you.”




“I’m yours,” he said. 




He reached past her to grab the covers and pulled them back, exposing a wide expanse of sheet. It was still the middle of the afternoon, and the room was bright with daylight. She could see every square centimeter of his skin—the scars, the stylized tattoo of a raven on his right hip and the other tattoo of a blue rose on his left, the freckles across his shoulders, a birthmark over his ribs—and she knew he could see hers as well. For a moment, she was overwhelmed by shyness and ducked her head against his chest.




“Dawn,” Dima said softly, drawing her chin back up with his finger, “you are exquisitely beautiful. And remember—”




He kissed her tenderly.




“I have seen you naked before,” he finished.




She almost got angry. Almost. But it dissolved into a rueful laugh.




“When I changed back from being a monkey?” she asked.




“Then,” he admitted, “and later, in The Hague. You were getting out of the bath, and Nurse was a little slow raising the towel. It was almost as bad as the peach.”




“What about all the times you helped me into and out of the bath?” She asked.




“Those don’t count,” he replied. “You were sick and frail. It was like handling a baby bird.”




“Am I still a baby bird?” she asked.




“No, thank heavens,” he answered. 




She climbed up onto the bed, and he followed her. As they kissed, she touched him all over, caressing him, tasting him, and learning the grain of his skin and the muscles beneath. After a life of training, he was in excellent shape, lean as a gymnast and just as well muscled. His illness had wiped out all his fat reserves, but the recent, relatively easy weeks had restored them, so he had a thin layer of fat under his skin, smoothing the outline of his muscles. 




She grew drunk off the smell of him—salty, a little musky, warm, rich, and manly. She kissed him, tasting his skin, moving down his body until she reached his erect cock. When she took him in her mouth and pulled him in, sucking gently, his breath caught, and he groaned. He brushed her hair back away from her face and held it back. With his other hand, he caressed her back, leaning over until he could run his fingers around the curve of her ass.




“Dawn,” he panted, “I need you. I won’t last much longer.”




She slowly pulled back, letting his cock spring out and stand quivering, pointing up at a steep angle.




She straightened, and he kissed her deeply.




“I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I usually take a little time to myself before I come get you, to, ah, attend to my needs. I didn’t get a chance today, and—”




She pressed a finger to his lips.




“Don’t apologize,” she told him. “I need you too.”




And she did. She ached, and her body was starting to respond on its own, arching to press her closer to him, her head falling back as his touch left her dizzy with desire.




They came down to the bed together, him over her, and she spread her legs. She loved how that one motion invited him, opened her to him, and left her trembling with anticipation. He brought himself up on one hand, and using the other, placed the tip of his cock just where her vulva opened to him, wet and swollen. He moved the tip up and down, and her flesh gave way, letting him enter a bare inch. She stopped breathing and forced herself to hold still as he lowered himself to her.




“Are you ready?” he asked. 




“Oh, God, yes,” she panted.




She tried to keep her eyes on his, to share his gaze as he pushed inside her, but as she felt him spread her open and fill her, her body took over. In one smooth stroke, he mounted her, and her head fell back as she moaned. Her back arched, bringing her hips up to him. He kept his weight on his arms and held still as she wrapped her legs around his waist and grabbed his forearms. 




“God, Dawn,” he whispered, his voice breaking. “Ah, Gott.”




He pushed in a little more, bringing their bodies as close together as possible. Their lips brushed against one another, not quite kissing, but sharing space and breath.




“Yes, please,” Dawn begged. “Dima, please.”




“Ah, God, you feel so good,” he groaned.




He started thrusting, and each push took her whole body. The power of it, of his strength and his body, sundered her. She cried out. She moaned. She sobbed. She pleaded for more. He came down on his elbows so their skin pressed together from breastbone down to his balls, slapping against her ass with each thrust. He kissed her, and she answered, tongues twining together, breaking only to breathe. Then, he paused in his motion, breathing hard and trembling with the effort to stay still




“God, don’t stop,” she pled. “Please don’t stop.”




“I have to,” he panted. 




His brows were drawn together, almost as if he were in pain.




“I’m so close,” he told her. “If I don’t stop, I’ll lose control and finish.”




“Yes,” she said, kissing him and pulling him down to her. “Do it. I want all of you, Dima. All of you. Fuck me until you come.”




That time she did hold his gaze, and saw his expression shift from agonized concentration to shocked disbelief. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he moaned as his body took over. He pressed her down into the mattress with his weight and began thrusting, hard, over and over. He ran his hand down her side under her bottom and pulled her towards him, digging his fingers into her flesh. She clung to him, her fingers digging into his skin, and her cries turned into a series of escalating screams. He stayed with her, lifting his head, every muscle in his body taut with strain.




“Dawn, bitte,” he groaned. “Jetzt!”




He grunted, his rhythm evaporating into several thrusts, and near the end, Dawn’s cries turned to gasps, cutting off as her back arched against him and she bucked. As she rose with her climax, shivering and shaking, she managed to pull in a lungful of air, and her scream rattled the windows. Dima hunched over her, twitching, until he slowly collapsed onto her, and they were both still.




She felt him stir, just a twitch, but was incapable of moving herself. Though she breathed hard, her body was otherwise completely limp, and she felt the connection between them grow soft and slippery. She became aware that the sheet underneath her hips was soaked through. He was heavy on her, and she loved it.




He sighed and stirred again. She felt his leg twitch.




“Bist du das?” he asked, raising his head a little and blearily opening his eyes.




“Is what me?” she asked.




He twitched his leg again, looked down towards it, and then flinched.




“Katze!” he declared. “Hör auf!”




“What?” Dawn asked, mystified. “What’s the cat doing?”




He flinched again, and his face twisted into an expression of someone trying stoically to endure some mild torture.




“She’s chewing on my foot,” he said, and then jerked.




Dawn laughed.




“Forgive me,” he sighed. “I had wanted to stay together as long as possible.”




He pulled back, and Dawn felt him leave her body. She brought herself up on her elbows as he sat up, grabbed Ashera, who meowed conversationally, and sat her on the floor. Then he turned back to Dawn and kissed her deeply.




“I’ll be right back,” he said.




“I’ll be right here,” she told him.




She heard him trip over the cat and swear in German on the way to the bathroom as she stretched out on her side, rolling away from the wet spot on the bed. Then she heard him running the water for a moment as she luxuriated in her senses. She was incredibly relaxed and warm. Her skin hummed, and she could smell him on her. She slid a hand between her legs and felt her slick, swollen flesh and the ejaculate he’d left in her. She loved how it felt.




When he returned, still naked, he brought a bath towel, which he laid down on the wet spot, and a wet washcloth. He kissed her deeply as she turned towards him, and cleaned her. She gave herself up to his mouth and his hands as he touched her all over, kissed her, and brought his body to hers again.




“I’m sorry it was so short,” he apologized.




“I’m not,” she replied.




She brushed his sweaty hair back from his face and kissed him again.




“I love you,” she whispered to him. “Ich liebe dich.”




“Ich liebe dich immer,” he murmured back to her. “I love you always.”




He laid down beside her, and they pressed themselves together, skin to skin, from shoulders to knees. They kissed slowly, tongues and lips teasing one another. 




“That was so good,” she sighed, running her fingertips along her jaw. “Again?”




“In a little bit,” he said, smiling. “Give me a chance to recuperate.”




“Did you like it?” she asked, and felt a pang of nervousness.




“Did I—” he began, and looked at her with frank amazement. 




She felt him laugh silently.




“Ah, liebchen,” he sighed. “You understand, I have had sex many times before, and I have fucked. I have never, before tonight, made love. It was all that I hoped for and more. If a little shorter in duration than I would have preferred, and I have only myself to blame for that.”




“Oh.” She felt herself blush. “Not even with…what was her name? The librarian?”




“Abigail,” he answered, and he smiled wistfully. “If you had asked me when I was seventeen, I would have told you that I was madly in love with her. Now, I understand that it was affection and lust and a great deal of need for someone who was not Talia. It was very good, in its way, but it cannot compare to this.”




“I love you,” she whispered to him.




She kissed him again and pressed herself to him.




“And you?” he asked. “From the amount of noise you made, I would like to assume you enjoyed yourself.”




“More than enjoyed,” she told him. “Oh, Dima.”




She nuzzled him, and they continued kissing and talking and whispering things to one another that under any other circumstances would have been maudlin or ridiculous, but served only to bare each to the other. In a short enough span of time, as they breathed and twined around one another and strained with need revived, Dawn straddled him, and as he lay beneath her, his hands caressing her thighs and then her breasts, she rose up on her knees, took his engorged erection in her hand, and guided him once more into her.




She sighed, a tiny sound of pleasure escaping her, as she settled against him, bracing herself against his chest. She moved and felt his hand cup her face, his thumb press against her lips, and his other hand find her clitorus and stroke it. He tensed, and as she rocked against him, she lost him. When she paused and opened her eyes, she saw that he’d lost the color in his cheeks.




“Dima?”




He shifted under her, uncomfortable. 




“What’s wrong?” she asked, sitting up. “Am I sitting wrong?”




There had been one particular time with Spencer when she’d been on top and somehow squashed his balls. After nearly throwing her off, he’d apologized profusely and explained. It had been an education.




“No,” Dima said, sitting up.




He was breathing hard, but not in the way she was, and he’d gone pale.




“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m…suddenly a bit claustrophobic. I can’t—”




“It’s okay,” she assured him and got off.




She laid back down beside him and kissed him, starting with his mouth and moving down his throat to his chest, sliding her fingers into his hair, and nuzzling and snuggling against him. His breathing slowed down and deepened.




“Oh, God, I love you,” he whispered, ducking his head against neck.




They kissed more, and she turned to her other side and spooned against him, feeling his erection pressing hard against her backside. He pulled her against him, cupped her breast and stroked it, squeezed it, and rolled the nipple between thumb and finger. She tilted her head back and turned her face so they could kiss, and he reached under her head, letting her rest on his upper arm, and took her hand in his, lacing fingers.




Then, he started again, sliding into her and rocking against her, making his thrusts gentle and slow. He brought his hand between her legs and worked her, kneading the flesh until she whimpered. He slid his upper leg between hers and lifted, spreading her legs to his hand, giving him complete access. She arched, giving herself up completely.




“Dima,” she gasped. “It’s com— oh, God, it’s coming.”




“Stay with me,” he whispered, moving harder and stronger. 




“God,” she cried. “Yes! Please, yes!”




She lost herself, and her body arched and then rocked against him, her hips working until she went taut as a drawn bow, gasping, shivering, and finally groaning loudly. 




He didn’t let it end though.




He pulled out, making her cry, and got up on his knees. Then he pulled her over and back, taking position behind her. Nearly limp, she cooperated and got her knees under her, spreading them so she could lie, hips elevated, face down on the mattress. He held her by the hips and mounted her again, pulling her hard up and back against him. He ran his hands over her back, took her shoulders and held her while he fucked her, thrusting as deep as he could. She gasped and cried out with each thrust. 




“Please,” she cried. “Dima, please!”




“Tell me what you want,” he demanded. “Say it.”




“Harder,” she gasped. “God, harder!”




He obliged her, spending the next minute doing nothing but fucking her with hard, deep strokes until she came again, sobbing. He pulled her over on to her side, brought her top leg up over his shoulder. Then he pulled her legs around his waist and brought her hips up to his and let her fight to stay with him. Then he took her hands and pulled her up to him so she sat on his lap. He moved them to the headboard so he could put one hand on the wall and the other arm around her.




“Dima, please, God,” she begged him. “Please!”




“Please what?” he asked. “Say it.”




She opened her eyes and met his. 




“Please,” she said, her voice breaking. “Please, come in me. Finish me. God, please.”




He kissed her.




“This time,” he said, “stay with me.”




He kept his eyes on her as he began moving again, kissing her, holding her against him. She held on with one arm around his shoulders and her legs wrapped around his waist.




“So good,” he whispered to her. “Stay with me.”




“Dima, please.”




She held on to him as he moved, and he kept his eyes on her. If her lids flickered or her eyes rolled back, he demanded that she stay with him. His breath grew harsher, and she lost her voice, only mouthing the same words over and over. Please. Yes. Now.




“Dawn,” he groaned. “Now. Yes.”




She whimpered, and they kissed, mouths open, lips barely touching. He groaned again, deeper and louder, and her breath caught. He came first, open mouthed and shivering, choking with the intensity. She came for the third time just as his ended, curling around him, her muscles clenching spasmodically. For a long moment, they both only held on to the other, until Dima leaned over to the side and brought them down to the mattress.




He raised himself up a bit so she could move her leg out from under him, and then they lay across the bed, breathing hard. Dawn hid her face against his neck, and he felt her tremble and then a sob shook her, and she started to cry.




“Shhh,” he whispered. “It’s all right, liebchen. Shhh.”




“I’m okay,” she wept. “I’m okay.”




“I know,” he said.




He held her against himself and soothed her with words and hands. Then he reached down and pulled the sheet and blanket up, and they both turned to lie properly. He brought her to him, her head resting against his shoulder, tucked under his jaw, her hands against his chest, her body pressed close to his, and his arms around her. He kissed her forehead, her eyelids, and her cheeks. She snuggled closer to him.




“I’m okay,” she told him again.




He wiped her tears away with his thumb.




“I know,” he said.




“It’s just,” she swallowed and took a breath, “it was so much.”




“It’s all right,” he assured her. 




“It’s never been like that,” she said. “Oh, Dima.”




She nestled against him, unable to look up, and he kissed her hair.




“Shhh,” he said. “I love you, Dawn. Always.”




“I love you so much, Dima,” she managed. “It scares me how much I love you.”




“Don’t fear,” he told her. “We are together. That is all we need.”




Her muscles slowly relaxed, and her breathing evened out. She felt the same thing happen to him as sleep crept in and filled the corners of her mind. She was already dozing when she felt the cat walk over her to get to Dima. She could even hear her purr and opened an eye to see Ashera sitting on his shoulder, grooming his temple. 




“Katze,” Dima said, his voice foggy with sleep. “Geh schlafen.”




He reached up, gently detached Ashera, and set her down on his other side. Dawn didn’t see the cat reappear and didn’t hear her jump to the floor, so she must have curled up, done as she was told, and gone to sleep.






Dawn stretched out alongside Dima and smiled as she felt his hand run down her side. He kissed her, and she kissed him back.




“I’m hungry,” she said.




“It’s nearly seven,” he told her. “What would you like to do for dinner?”




“Well, Angela and Jack and everyone are getting together with everyone at the Founding Fathers,” Dawn said. “We could join them.”




His eyebrows rose in surprise.




“You…want to go out?” he asked. “I mean, I understand if you’d rather I didn’t cook, but…”




She laughed and kissed him again.




“No, I just,” she paused and collected her thoughts. “I want to stay connected to everyone.”




“On our first night together?” he asked, humor and skepticism mixed together.




She propped herself up on her elbow, and he brushed her hair back from her face.




“It’s just,” she took a deep breath, lining up the words. “Every time Buffy has gotten into a relationship, she disappears for weeks. Except maybe this time with Jarod, and I think that’s because he’s so well balanced. When I was ten, and she was getting involved with Angel, she was just never there. All her time was spent with him, and the little bit that wasn’t, well, that was for Giles or Willow and Xander. And, I missed her. I missed her so much. She was the same way when she got together with Riley and then with Spike. There wasn’t any room for me. So, I promised myself that when I was in a real live relationship, that I would stay connected to everyone in my life, not disappear.”




He smoothed back her hair with his thumb.




“This is important to you,” he said, watching her with his grey-blue eyes.




“It is,” she said.




“Then, we’ll go to the Founding Fathers and meet Angela and Jack and all the others,” he said. “Though, I will need a shower first.”




She grinned, relieved and thrilled that he understood.




“Thank you,” she said, and kissed him.




“Mmm, that smile is all the thanks I need,” he replied.




“Oh, and you can try out the clothes we did manage to get you,” she told him. “The silk band collar shirt and the chinos.”




“Ah…if you insist,” he managed. “Shower first, though.”




And this was her introduction to the minutiae of life with Dima. She was used, of course, to her own preparations and those of girlfriends. She and Sabrina had often bumped elbows in front of the mirror while they styled their hair, put on makeup, or checked their reflections. She was not used to Dima’s methodical thoroughness. He hung up all his clothes that could be worn again and put his shirt and underwear in the hamper. Then he did the same with hers while she was in the bathroom. He set out his clothes for the evening—exactly the ones she’d suggested—and shoes and socks, and then he made the bed.




Dawn came out, saw the results of his work and quailed. She was used to being the one who threw fits when Buffy left her laundry strewn about or the Slayerettes forgot to empty trashcans or take plates back to the kitchen. The fact that as a member of the Scoobies she had the authority to force march girls as old as herself back to their messes and insist them clean them up had been the only thing which had kept her sane. The only fights she’d ever had with Sabrina had been over Sabrina’s habit of piling up things which “she would get to” and never getting to them. She had literally never had to deal with someone tidier than her. She had kind of been counting on Dima to turn, if not slobbish, then a little unkempt, without staff to pick up after him, but he seemed to have taken it as a challenge and was committed to being even more kempt than before.




What if he got mad at her?




She grappled with the thought and got nowhere. Finally, she decided to ask Angela and Jenny for advice, shelved it, and went back into the bathroom. The shower—rather, showers—were running, and Dima had set two towels out. The shower had been very well built, as minimal steam escaped. Dima stood under the largest showerhead, letting hot water pour over him. His eyes were closed, and his expression was serene. She opened the door and stepped in.




“Mind if I join you?” she asked as he looked up.




His smile took her breath away.




She took his hand, and he drew her under the main showerhead. The opposite side showerheads ensured that anyone standing in the center of the shower was drenched in seconds. It felt like standing outside in a storm, only warm and enclosed. They kissed, and she reveled in his body pressed against hers. He did, as well, from his instant erection.




“We could go back to bed,” he murmured in her ear.




She smiled and wrapped her arms around him. 




“But then we’d have to shower again,” she told him, “and we’d be caught in a never ending cycle of shower, then sex, then shower, then sex again, and we’d miss dinner.”




“There’s a simple answer to that,” he said, and she felt his lips smile against her throat.




“I’m hungry!” she protested.




He laughed.




“You’ll get your dinner,” he replied.




He urged her to step closer to the wall, where the water ran down her back, put her hands on the polished limestone tiles there. Then he gathered her wet hair together and twisted it into a long ponytail down her back. She felt his erect cock pressed against her backside and closed her eyes in bliss. Again. Oh, God, yes, again. She’d never have enough of him. With a hand, he urged her to move her right foot forward. He bent his knees a bit, and she raised her hips, standing on tiptoe to give him access. Then he slid into her, and she cried out at the sweetness of it.




It was more work, standing up while coupled. She felt him strain and tense in unaccustomed ways as he took her weight. He held her up against him until her toes barely brushed the floor of the shower. Her breath caught at the incredible ache of her flesh surrounding him, and her voice choked as he worked her. He pressed her against the wall, one hand on it to balance himself, the other holding her against him. His breath panted hot in her ear.




The whole thing lasted less than two minutes, and she came, feet scraping down his calves as she tried to get purchase, crying out and sobbing. Then he came, groaning and shivering with the effort. They rested, standing up, leaning against the wall, and waited for their breath to slow down. 




When they were recovered, they set about soaping each other up and took turns shampooing and conditioning each other’s hair.




“Did you learn how to do this taking care of Gretel’s hair?” Dawn asked as she relaxed under his hands.




The showerhead above the seat was a detachable sprayer, and he used it to rinse the shampoo out of her hair.




“Yes,” he replied. “Mother loved keeping her hair long, though it was a great deal of extra work. After she died, Gretel’s nurse wanted to cut it short, but I refused to let her and simply took over that part of her care. I like to think it kept us close.”




“Dima, when did your parents die?” she asked, well aware it was touchy ground.




He paused, but there wasn’t any anger in his voice when he answered. 




“Three weeks from today,” he said. “A week before my birthday. I was about to turn thirteen. They weren’t expected to be home in time, but Aunt Clarimonda had planned a party. After the news, I asked her to cancel it. I haven’t bothered with my birthday since then.”




She reached up, took his hand, and looked up at him.




“Would you like to this year?” she asked.




“Honestly, I wouldn’t have the slightest idea what to do,” he replied. 




“See if you like the cookout tomorrow,” she suggested. “Maybe we could do something like that here, make it for the whole building.”




He was silent for a moment.




“I think I would like that,” he said. “I’d also like to see Gretel. I don’t like delaying so much.”




“It has been busy,” she reminded him. 




“It has,” he agreed.




She traded places with him and did her work thinking about what kind of party she might put together for him. Would the other Ducklings be through with their dig? His birthday fell on August the second, and the Council meeting was two weeks later. Maybe she could get them over to the US early. She set it aside for later consideration.






“I can’t believe you came!” Angela declared, giving Dawn a hug. “Thank God you sent a text. We actually have enough chairs for you.”




Dima gave her kisses on both cheeks, and they sat down between her on Dawn’s right and Booth on Dima’s left. Along with them, Jack, Temperance, Cam, and Oliver as well as Booth’s partner, Doctor Lance Sweets, and his girlfriend, Daisy Wick, were all there. 




“Oh, hey,” Dawn said, handing her menu back to the server after ordering a burger, “now that I have access to all the big brains, does anyone know who Gordon Wyatt is? I tried googling him, but there are at least fifteen of them in the US and a bunch more in the UK.”




“Gordon!” Booth yelled. “Gordon Gordon Wyatt! We need to stop by and see him!”




“You know him?” Dawn asked, a little dazed. 




Why she was surprised, she’d never know. It was, after all, why she’d asked. 




“He’s the head chef at La Coupole,” Sweets told her. “Before that, he was a forensic psychiatrist, one of the leaders in the field.”




“And before that,” Booth said, emphasizing with a stab of his index finger, “he was Noddy Comet.”




“The glam rock guitarist?” Dima asked, taken aback.




“That’s him,” Booth answered.




“He’s extremely British,” Bones supplied, picking through her pad thai with the ease of a native chopstick user.




“Hero of mine,” Sweets added.




“How can he be a glam rock guitarist and a forensic psychiatrist and a head chef?” Dima demanded.




“Practice, baby, practice,” Booth replied.




“I thought that’s how you got to Carnegie Hall,” Hodgins said.




“That too,” Booth said.




“I don’t understand that reference,” Bones said.




And everybody laughed.




Dawn looked up at Dima and found him smiling, eyes crinkled, at the conversation, having a genuinely good time. He caught her looking and bent close to whisper in her ear.




“This was an excellent idea,” he told her. 




“Thank you,” she whispered back. 




“But just wait until I get you home again,” he added.




With a smile, she returned to her drink. She’d noticed that when she was with an older crowd in the US, especially during the hectic dinner hour, she was never carded. At least she didn’t look nineteen, though she’d be hard pressed to declare an age, between her official calendar age, her accumulated age, and her actual ‘time in existence as human’ age. 




“Hold my drink for me?” Dima asked.




She took it and kept it in front of her, between her hands. Ever since the party where Sabrina’s drink had been spiked—probably by Talia—Dawn had absolute respect for Dima’s policy of never drinking from a glass he’d left unguarded for any length of time. If he hadn’t been in control of his glass, he simply discarded it and got a new one. This was the first time he’d actually asked her to guard his drink for him. 




She listened in to Sweets’s conversation with Hodgins about lawn care and the contraption Hodgins had built to scare off the cat peeing on his rosebushes. It involved a calibrated infrared laser motion detector, a thousand candlepower light, compressed air, and a garden hose with an actuator driven spray nozzle. And a night vision camera to record every dog, cat, raccoon, fox, and possum which had the piss literally scared out of it.




“It’s fascinating that you chose a project with a time and resources scope comparable to, say, driving the Huns out of eastern Europe,” Sweets said. “Couldn’t you have just put up some chicken wire?”




“Well, where’s the fun in that?” Hodgins asked, his voice dripping with scorn.




“You’re right,” Sweets admitted, shaking his head. “I don’t know what I was thinking.” 




“Hey,” Doctor Wells said, taking Dima’s seat next to her. “Nice boyfriend there.”




She stiffened.




“Yes, he is,” she replied.




“Let’s go out,” he said.




“No,” she answered.




He stared at her, waiting for more information. She leaned forward a bit.




“I have a boyfriend,” she said in an almost conspiratorial tone of voice.




“I have a goldfish,” he answered, perfectly matching her tone.




This time, she stared at him.




“I thought we were mentioning completely unrelated things,” he said.




She rolled her eyes in disgust, which was when Dima returned. He didn’t fuss. He didn’t get angry. He didn’t challenge Wells. He simply took the chair Wells was in, tilted it back, dragged it away from the table, turned it ninety degrees, and with a hand and foot, gave him a firm shove back towards his end of the table. Wells slid a good five feet and looked delighted at the fun.




“Booth,” Dima called, “would you hand me that chair?”




He pointed at the chair Wells had previously occupied. Booth picked the chair up single handedly—and it was a solid wooden chair—stood up, and handed it over to Dima, who set it down next to Dawn and took his seat. Wells made it back to his old spot, dragging his new chair and sat down as well. Except Booth pulled his chair out from under him, causing him to sprawl on the floor. When Wells sat back up, his hair stuck out in every direction. He didn’t seem fazed.




“That,” Angela said, “is what happens when you’re a douche. And what did I tell you about being a douche?”




“Something something don’t be a douche,” Wells replied, pulling his chair back in and keeping a hand on it while he sat down. “By the way, great girlfriend. Totally trustworthy and loyal.”




“I knew that long before you did,” Dima answered, baring his teeth in something that was nothing like a smile.






The evening had one last surprise when they returned to Dima’s apartment. He took her out on the patio, where she’d never been before, and Ashera followed them out. While they sat and enjoyed a glass of wine each and Ashera crept around the perimeter of the patio, exploring the potted plants, two crows landed on the lip of the thick tempered glass mounted around the patio at the edge of the building. 




“Hey,” Dawn said, nudging Dima.




He looked up, curious, as one of the crows took to the air and banked into a wide turn. It was just after the summer solstice, so late as it was, there was still light in the sky, but not very much. Most of the birds around the building had been roosting when they returned. 




“My father mentioned the crows came up when he lived here,” Dima said. “They even took an interest in my mother. She could feed them.”




The second crow returned and brought three friends with it.




“That may be more than we want to feed,” Dawn noted.




And then His Majesty landed on the back of the chair opposite them.




“The Jeffersonian is miles away,” Dima said, amazed.




“Yes, but we left early,” Dawn reminded him. “What if he’s keeping an eye on us?”




“Perhaps,” he said. “I’ll see what we have in the kitchen.”




“There’s some sunflower seeds,” she called as he went in. “And some peanuts. They’re supposed to love peanuts.”




“Awn,” the crow croaked.




Dawn turned and looked at it.




“Eema,” it added.




“Oh, wow,” Dawn breathed. 




“Kawn,” it said. “Keema.”




“Not quite,” she told him. “But keep trying.”




It raised one of its claws and batted the air with it, like Ashera when she was trying to reach something. Fascinated, Dawn held her hand out. His Majesty flapped up into the air and landed on her forearm, nearly a pound heavy. He dropped a small item in her palm and then flapped up again, settling back on the chair.




“What did I miss?” Dima asked, coming back out.




He brought a dish of cold water and another of mixed seeds and peanuts and put them on the coffee table in front of the bird.




“He gave me this,” Dawn said, holding out the bead he had dropped in her hand.




It was perhaps a third of an inch through, drilled with a hole to be strung, and made of opaque red glass with small black designs. Dima took it and studied it.




“This,” he said slowly, “is a bead off my father’s rosary. It wasn’t among his possessions when his body was returned. I assumed it had been lost at the crash site or in the car. He must have…the string must have broken here and the beads scattered. Perhaps he missed one in cleaning it up.”




“Dima, His Majesty didn’t pick this up while we’ve been out here,” Dawn said. “He had this in his beak when he landed.”




“He must have collected it earlier,” Dima said. “What is he trying to tell us?”




“What are the stories about the Crow King and the graf?” Dawn asked. “Not the heir, but the graf himself.”




“Well, I…” Dima started and then fell silent. “There aren’t as many, you understand, and I always thought the ones with the Crow King and the heir were often embroidered and expanded upon. The Crow King teaching the boy the secrets of the forest and how to outwit other animals, which always translated very neatly to whatever battle or diplomacy tactics he needed later in the story. The ones with the graf are usually centered around the graf’s death.”




Dawn recoiled.




“That’s grim,” she said.




“Well, it’s part of the prophecy or the promise or what have you,” Dima responded. “That so long as we’re still in favor with the Crow King, our line won’t die out. There have been a few instances where the graf had no sound heirs—situations like mine—but when the graf died, it was discovered that, oh, a twin sister had been sent away for her own safety, or the graf had secretly married and fathered an heir but couldn’t acknowledge him.”




“Dima, you didn’t go and secretly marry Princess Antonia, did you?” Dawn asked him. “I mean, I get that she has a soft spot for you, but still.”




He flashed her a smile and then sobered.




“In those instances, the Crow King is usually on hand to indicate that not all is as it seems,” he continued. “We’ve learned to take his presence very seriously, for all that the last verifiable encounter was centuries ago.”




“Do you think this has something to do with your parents’ deaths?” she asked.




“How could I not?” he asked in return. “Both M and I were convinced there was something off. It was too convenient for Sycorax, knowing the enmity she bore them, knowing that my father would never have sworn loyalty to her if he’d known what she was—and I think he did. But her investigation found nothing untoward. Yet, twice now, I’ve been called the Son of the Crow King, which would only be true if my father hadn’t died.”




He sighed and rubbed the bead.




“But if my father didn’t die, then where is he?” he asked. “I cannot believe that he would leave me on my own for ten years without a word.”




“I don’t know,” Dawn admitted.




She could think of ways in which Dima’s father might still be alive but not able to contact him, and they weren’t pleasant. If he were trapped in a hell dimension, like Angel had been, like the one Buffy had investigated in LA when she’d run away to after she’d dispatched Angel. Cursed and turned into a ventriloquist’s dummy, like Sid the demon hunter. Turned into a fyarl demon, like Giles. She thought of stories and spells from Willow’s grimoires, of souls trapped in crystals, and she thought of Sabrina’s aunts, who turned people into trees and pineapples and large balls of wax for giggles. 




And she thought of the remains in a wooden box in Angela’s office. Not Dima’s father, of course, since they were female. 




“Was there anything missing from your mother’s possessions?” Dawn asked.




“Her jewelry,” he said. “Which isn’t very surprising, as she tended to wear expensive pieces. There was a bracelet, gold links with small egg charms, like simplified Fabergé eggs. It was custom made for her—one for each child that she’d carried. Gretel and I were the only ones who lived, you see, but she had several miscarriages and a stillbirth. I had to assume that they were stolen.”




“Do you have any pictures of it?” she asked.




“I have a duplicate of costume jewelry,” he answered. “It’s back in Strelsau, though. Why do you ask?”




She answered carefully.




“I don’t know, but I’m thinking that if we look into this, it wouldn’t hurt to have all the information at our fingertips.”




He nodded.




“Dawn!” His Majesty croaked again. “Dima!”




Dima sat bolt upright, but before he could do anything, His Majesty took flight and disappeared into the night, followed by an entourage of smaller crows. Ashera returned to them, meowing, and stropped Dima’s leg, back and forth.




“What on earth is going on?” Dima asked.




She put her hand on his and felt him give a squeeze back.




“We’ll find out together.”




All Manner of Thing Will Be Well



Friday night was consumed with lovemaking. She woke halfway to climax with Dima’s hands and mouth on her and let him take her the rest of the way, giving herself up to him. When he took her, an arm around her waist and the rest of his body curled around her, she melted against him. Each time, he lasted longer, so by the middle of the night, he spent nearly half an hour playing her body like an instrument, bringing her close and then letting her recover, and then bringing her there again, until she was reduced to inarticulate pleading. She begged him, and when he pressed her down with his weight and thoroughly fucked her, his tongue and his groans in her ear, she came so hard and so long, she fainted. When she woke, they were coupled together, sweat drying and leaving them chilly in the air conditioning.




She slept in his arms, utterly abandoned to herself, spent and exhausted. He pulled the covers over them, tucked them around her, and made himself her pillow. He even took a moment to pull her hair away from them and free it from entanglement, laying it above her head where it wouldn’t be trapped, but she didn’t notice, as she was already asleep.




She woke at one point, aware that he’d said her name several times. She looked up, barely able to focus her eyes.




“Wach auf, Dawn,” he said, sitting on the edge of the bed. “I need you to wake up, liebchen.”




“Come back to bed,” she mumbled, pulling his hand.




“I cannot,” he told her, smiling at some joke. “We have guests, and I need you to see them.”




“Don’t be silly,” she managed and tried to snuggle up to his leg.




“I promise you, I am not being silly,” he said, gently bringing her to a sitting position. “There are two people in the living room who need to speak to you.”




She managed to wake a little further.




“What are you talking about?” she asked, cross. “Come back to bed.”




“My love, I promise I will as soon as you come out and demonstrate that I haven’t killed or even harmed you,” he said.




She stared at him for a moment, confused. Then she noticed that he’d left the bedroom door open and the lights in the main area of the apartment were on. 




“What’s going on?” she asked, rubbing her eyes.




“Apparently, there was a complaint,” Dima told her. “Perhaps a concern is more accurate, about the noise we made.”




In her sleep confounded state, that made no sense to her, but she allowed him to pull her to her feet and then drop his shirt over her. She hadn’t packed a nightgown or pajamas. It hadn’t seemed necessary at the time, so he gave her a pair of his drawstring pants to climb into, and she pulled the drawstring around her waist, tied a very large, loopy bow, and then folded the waist over twice. The hems of the legs still covered her feet, as the cuffs of his shirt did her hands. He took her hand and led her out to the living room where two police officers stood, patiently waiting.




“Dawn, these are Officers Johnson and Fitzgerald,” he introduced them. “Officer Fitzgerald will ask you some questions. I’ll be over there with Officer Johnson.”




Officer Fitzgerald was a middle-aged black woman with the sangfroid of a retired undertaker. Officer Johnson was a mid-thirties man currently bending over to pet Ashera as she stropped his ankles and purred beguilingly. Dawn looked at Fitzgerald when the woman indicated they should step over as far away from Dima and Officer Johnson.




“Miss?” Fitzgerald asked, eyebrows raised in expectation of a name.




“Dawn,” she replied. “Dawn Summers. What’s going on?”




“We received a 911 call approximately fifteen minutes ago complaining of a woman screaming,” the officer said, her voice and face absolutely expressionless. “Are you all right?”




“Am I…?” Dawn started, still puzzled. “Why would anyone complain about a woman scr—”




And at that moment, the penny dropped. She hadn’t made any effort at all, the last time around, to muffle her voice, and considering how incredible her orgasms had been, wracking her with ecstasy over and over again, she must have gotten loud indeed. In fact, a third party with no idea what was going on might have thought she was being murdered. A lot.




She felt her skin light up with an agonizing blush from the root of her hair down to her chest. She must have turned lobster red. The officer watched her, curious, observant, and utterly without judgment. She had to swallow and clear her throat before she trusted her voice.




“I’m fine,” she said. “Thank you for asking.”




“Washington DC police department takes possible domestic violence very seriously,” the female officer told her. “As Mister Hentzau is a member of a foreign embassy, we can’t charge him with any crime, but we can, if necessary, take him into custody and hold him until his ambassador demands his release. Has he at any time this evening harmed you or threatened to harm you?”




“What?” Dawn squeaked, horrified. “No!”




“Have you at any point felt threatened or in danger?” the woman asked her. 




“No!” Dawn answered. 




“Has he done anything which caused you pain or fear?” she asked.




“No,” Dawn replied firmly, sensing a rhythm in the questions, as if Fitzgerald were reading off a memorized list.




“Has he at any time kept you from leaving or from contacting anyone?” the officer asked.




“No,” Dawn said. 




“May I see that mark on your neck?” Fitzgerald asked.




“Mark on my neck?” Dawn asked.




The officer pointed to her left side, and Dawn lifted her hair out of the way. The officer looked it over, calm and objective, and offered Dawn a compact to view it. Dima, it turned out, had left an impressive hickey on her neck under her ear, almost in the same spot as the scars Dracula had left on her. She couldn’t even say when it had happened and realized she probably had half a dozen more on her body. She had to clear her throat again.




“It’s a hickey,” she explained. “And, yes, he gave it to me. No, it didn’t hurt. I consented.”




“And your wrist?” Fitzgerald asked, and it was the first time Dawn heard a note of steel in her voice.




She had sharp eyes to spot the rapidly fading bruises just at the edge of the cuff. Dawn braced herself. 




“He did that accidentally,” she explained. “He has a strong startle reaction under some conditions. I touched him when he had a migraine and didn’t know I was there. He grabbed my wrist. He doesn’t even know he did it, and I haven’t brought it up, because I don’t want him feeling guilty. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t make a big deal out of it.”




Fitzgerald studied her.




“You got a car?” she asked.




“No,” Dawn replied. “I’m a college student and haven’t needed one.”




“You need a ride, you got a cell phone and enough money for a cab?” she asked.




“Absolutely,” Dawn replied. “And if I had to, I’d go knock on Mrs. Washington’s door on the fifth floor or Mr. Gupta’s on the third floor. Or I’d call my friend, Angela Montenegro and her husband Jack Hodgins, or the FBI agent I know, Seeley Booth, or if it were really serious, I’d call Alex Radziwill of the State Department. But it isn’t, and it won’t be, and if it ever is, Dima’s got a hell of a lot more to worry about than me getting a ride home.”




“Oh?” Fitzgerald asked.




“Hey, Dima,” Dawn called, “what do you think would happen if you actually ever hit me?”




“Do you mean after I severed my own hand, after your sister eviscerated me, or after Jenny made me long for the days of evisceration?” Dima asked. “I shudder to contemplate.”




Dawn looked back at Fitzgerald and gave her a shrug. 




“Not something I’m worried about,” she said. 




“I’m glad to hear that,” Fitzgerald answered. “Anything I need to know about what the screaming was actually about?”




Dawn felt herself blush again, though not as bad as the first time. She had to clear her throat and then realized she was rubbing her big toe against the carpet like a kid caught stealing cookies.




“It’s our first night together,” she admitted. “We’ve been dating a couple of weeks and friends for months, so we’re already kind of, um, into each other. We both had a lot of, uh, pent up…uh…”




“Uh huh,” Fitzgerald replied, and Dawn spotted a tiny spark of humor. “I’ll just bet you did.”




She felt feverish with all the blushing.




“You might want to tone things down a bit,” Fitzgerald advised, “or maybe invest in some sound proofing of one sort or another. Your downstairs neighbors were very concerned for your safety.”




It was certainly warm in that room, and Dawn had a very difficult time meeting the officer’s eyes, but she managed it, and saw that under a very carefully constructed facade, Officer Fitzgerald was extremely amused.




“I’m going to give you my card,” Fitzgerald said. “You have any reason to adjust, edit, or change the information you gave me tonight—any reason at all—you give me a call, okay? There’s also some phone numbers on the back for people who can help if you happen to need any help.”




She handed Dawn the card, and Dawn tucked it into her sleeve.




“Bobby, I think we can go,” Fitzgerald announced. “It’s all good here.”




Officer Johnson—who was currently cuddling Ashera while she batted at his earpiece antenna—handed the cat off to Dima.




“Just remember,” Johnson said, “a lot of houseplants are actually toxic for cats. You can find a list of the safe ones online. Plus, a little catnip or cat grass and regular exercise. You’ve got a great setup for her, plenty of high perches, lots of places to sharpen her claws, and fresh food and water.”




“Thank you, officer,” Dima said. “I will look up the material you mentioned.”




He walked them to the door.




“Thanks, folks,” Fitzgerald said. “Sorry to disturb you.”




“Have a great night,” Johnson said, giving them a little wave.




“You as well,” Dima said in his most cultured voice.




He closed and locked the door behind them, and before Dawn could say anything, he gleefully took her hand and pulled her to the office. There, he woke his computer and clicked through a program which brought up the security cameras for the building. First it was the camera in the hallway outside while the police officers waited patiently for the elevator. Then, once the elevator arrived, Dima switched over to the camera inside it. Dawn watched over his shoulder while the two officers entered and hit the button for the floor beneath them. 




They stood, resolutely, until the elevator door closed, and then both police officers erupted into thigh slapping, gasping, hooting laughter. They high fived, and Dawn’s blush returned when she saw Fitzgerald clearly imitate how she’d lifted her hair to expose the lovebite on her neck. Laughing, Dima quit the program when they stepped off the elevator.




“I can’t believe you gave me a hickey,” Dawn complained.




He looked up at her, pulled aside the t-shirt he’d donned to answer the door and exposed three hickeys on his neck and chest that she’d given him. She groaned with embarrassment.




“You know, I think this may have set something of a family record,” he said, grinning and taking her in his arms. 




“Don’t tell me none of your ancestors have ever had the cops called on them,” she grumped.




“Oh, they have,” he said, smiling fondly, “but I’m quite certain none of them have ever had the police called on the first night they shared with their beloved.”




She buried her face against his neck, and he picked her up and carried her back to bed, giving Ashera a firm push with his foot when she stayed underfoot. He set Dawn down on the edge of the bed and pulled his shirt off. She ran her hands over his chest and stomach, loving his skin, the hairs, and the muscles underneath.




“You gave me a hickey right where Dracula bit me,” she told him.




He pulled her shirt off and tossed it to the side and then pulled her up to her feet. His lips and warm breath brushed her skin right where her throat was marked. 




“Can you blame me?” he asked, his voice soft. “I’d like nothing better than to devour you, to taste everything you can offer me, to feel you shudder as I pierce you. If I were a vampire, I would lose my mind at the chance of taking you with—just—one—bite.”




His teeth scraped her skin, and she did shudder. She let her head fall back, giving him access to her throat, and he took it, running his tongue along her skin, and then sucking her earlobe. He brought her down to the bed, and she felt his fingers pull the knotted drawstring at her waist loose. He then pulled her pants down her legs and off completely, and she was naked under his hands. He kissed her belly, then her solar plexus, and then up to her mouth.




“I have wanted you for months, Dawn,” he breathed against her skin. “Loved you, wanted you, and dreamt of you.”




She spread her legs to him and brought her knees up as he kissed her. He took her hands in one of his as he pushed his own pants down, and then she felt his cock against the inside of her thigh and then against her swollen and tender lips. He kissed her and with a smooth thrust of his hips slid inside her, and she cried out. She brought her legs up around his waist as he closed his eyes for a moment, reveling in the sweetness.




“Oh, Jesus, Dawn,” he whispered, kissing her ear and then her throat again, “I could fuck you forever and love every minute of it, bury myself in you.”




He let her hands go to cup her head and turn her face away from him, and then he thrust hard into her, and she cried out, raising her hips to him. He ran his tongue into her ear and then down to where he’d sucked on her before.




“I will eat you,” he breathed in her ear, “and love how you scream your pleasure while I taste it.”




Then he bit her, hard, and she did scream, coming as hard as she ever had, her muscles clenching around his cock. He took her, fucking her over and over and over until he gasped and then groaned loudly and shuddered. She relaxed under him and held him as his muscles went slack, loving the feel of him still inside of her, the weight of his body, and the way he let down his guard and was utterly vulnerable. When he stirred, he lifted his head and smiled at her, sleepy.




“I do hope they don’t come back up here to make sure you’re safe,” he said.




“That is not funny,” she told him.




But his smile was equal parts amused and smug, and she finally gave up and laughed as well.




“You do not tell anyone,” she ordered. “I am never living this down.”




“Oh, please,” he said, still smiling, “never do. You’re quite lovely when you blush, and I like the idea of having something that can make you blush any time I mention it. Something like, oh, ‘soundproofing’.”




She feebly hit his shoulder and ducked her face against his shoulder.




“I love you,” he whispered to you.




“I love you too,” she replied.




“Let’s go back to sleep.”






“A gift for you,” Dima said, kneeling at her side while she sat at the counter in the dressing area to put her makeup on.




He held up a flat, square jewelry box.




“Is this to make up for you fussing for two hours about the clothes?” Dawn asked. “Because if that’s the case, you really need to give this to Taekwon.”




Dima gave her an even look that clearly communicated he would fuss over any clothes he wished to at any time for any length and feel no guilt whatsoever.




“Taekwon made out like a bandit,” he told her, “and has my promise to extol his gifts as a buyer to my many colleagues. I donated what I didn’t keep to his suggested charities, and besides, I doubt this is to his taste.”




“I didn’t get you anything,” Dawn said, feeling guilty.




“You have given me your time, your care, and your continued, priceless help in adjusting to this brave new world,” he said. “Now please, open your gift.”




According to old fashioned and Ruritanian sensibilities, a gift of jewelry from an unrelated man was as serious a declaration of romantic interest as could be made. If she wore the jewelry in public, it was as good as declaring that she not only considered him a worthy prospect for marriage but preferred him above all others. In Ruritania, that was. She wasn’t sure how it would be read there in the US, but considering the functions she’d attend with him, he was putting the rest of the embassy on notice.




She opened the leather box.




It was a matched necklace and pair of earrings, and she recognized that he must have ordered it special made for her. You didn’t just find something this unique looking in a case in a store. The delicate gold chain of the necklace opened into a line of matched green stones with the settings crafted to make them appear to be the stems of the topaz and diamond daisies, half an inch in diameter each, in an exquisite daisy chain. The earrings also daisies, the centers a deep golden topaz and each petal a marquise cut diamond.




She knew it must have cost a small fortune—probably close to a college education or a luxury car—and she knew he could drop that amount of money any time he liked without thinking about it, but she also knew that, generally speaking, he didn’t. And it was less that he’d spent any particular amount of money than it was the time and attention he must have put into it. He must have researched designers, gone through design after design before approving this one, and then waited patiently for it to be finished.




“When . . ?” she started to ask, overwhelmed.




“The week we returned from The Hague,” he said. 




“But—”




He took her hand and brought it to his lips to kiss.




“You spent a month working your way from one world to another,” he reminded her, “trying to find your way back to me so that you could bring me home. In the short hours I was there without you, I tried to adjust myself to the idea that I would never see my sister again or my home or know what would become of you and the others, but I knew I would never quite manage it. I can never repay you, but I can thank you.”




She had to wipe tears away before they spoiled her make up and sniffled loudly.




“It’s beautiful,” she said. “Can I wear it today?”




“It is yours to wear whenever you choose,” he said. “I had it made for you.”




He stood and picked up the necklace, bringing it around her throat as she held her hair up and out of the way. When he latched it, he gently worked the links of the chain and setting until they draped over her collarbones. The effect was lovely. She put the earrings in herself, marveling at how light and well balanced they were. The artisan who’d created the set had been gifted.




“Are these emeralds?” she asked, touching the green stones.




“Peridot,” Dima answered. “Emeralds—much as I like them—simply didn’t have the right shade of green. Peridot did.”




She managed a tremulous smile.




“You like them?” he asked.




“I love them!” she declared and stood and turned to hug him. “It’s just that now I have to change my dress to go with them.”




He kissed her forehead.






After an extended discussion of why they were leaving early for Angela and Jack’s and threatened blackmail by Dawn to get Dima to change from his chosen suit and bow tie into shorts and a polo shirt, they managed to pack up the car and leave before the lunch hour was really over. They stopped by the playground to say hello to the families, and Dima was momentarily swamped by residents with questions and concerns. He answered what he could—including assuring them that the fence for the playground would be a simple waist high affair to keep the smaller children from running off unsupervised—and referred the others to Mrs. Washington and the property website.




Dawn watched, amazed, realizing that he really never did get a day off. He’d been up before five that morning, leaving her curled up under the covers while he showered, shaved, and dressed for a series of teleconferences with his Aunt Clarimonda, lawyers, and business partners in Ruritania. Then there was the weekly phone conference with the new government in Saint Dreux. It was nearly seven when she put on a robe and strolled to the kitchen to make breakfast. Dima ate while he went over requests concerning the apartment building—which he took direct responsibility for—and matters with American businesses. Then he changed into exercise clothes—which were the nearest thing he had to the kind of sloppy leftover clothes she recommended for cleaning—and they did what she considered the normal Saturday morning business of running laundry while cleaning the bathrooms, the kitchen, and vacuuming everything.




One thing she could say about her boyfriend was that while many of the things she showed him—mopping, vacuuming, scrubbing the toilets, and so forth—were brand new to him, he was fastidious about getting them done. She texted Buffy to tell her sister that, yes, other people really did find pulling hairballs out of drains disgusting. So much so that Dima couldn’t even stay in the bathroom while she did it, because he started retching.




And, of course, chores came to a grinding halt twice for spontaneous and enthusiastic sex. Dawn did notice that she was getting a little more sore than she expected, looked up ‘honeymoon cystitis’, and took some Tylenol and a glass of the unsweetened cranberry juice Angela had supplied.




Taekwon had shown up with several hundred pounds of clothes for Dima to choose from. Illustrious and Serene had helped him carry things up in the freight elevator, and had stood as an enthusiastic and vocal Greek chorus while Taekwon had displayed and demonstrated the choices in clothing, style, and accessories he’d assembled. Dima had faced up to being outnumbered four to one with only a little outrage and high-pitched ranting. Mrs. Washington’s two grandsons surreptitiously recorded some of it for later sampling, saying no one had ever done high class outraged white man in their experience as well as Mr. Hentzau. Dima had only glared at them and then changed the topic. 




And then, it was time to get ready so they could be at Angela and Jack’s before two, because while most people were showing up at three, Angela needed Dawn to watch Michael Vincent while she got the rest of the preparations completed. Dawn kept the baby amused while Dima was shanghaied into last minute chores like setting up tables, putting in fresh lightbulbs, washing out coolers and buckets, and stocking them with ice and drinks.




Three in the afternoon arrived, and the smell of barbecue filled the large backyard. Hodgins had a large charcoal grill and a larger smoker set up on the flagstone patio out past the deck along the back of the house. Several people had staked out spots in the hot tub while others wandered in and out of the house to catch a glimpse of the game. Booth stood guard over the grill with another man and had started burgers and hot dogs.




Dawn went to the sunniest corner of the yard and checked on the chestnut seedlings Xander had given Hodgins at the Christmas party. Hodgins had identified Chataigne’s tree as a different species from the European chestnut. In fact, Chataigne’s six thousand year old tree was a different species from all the other extant species of chestnut, and Hodgins had dubbed them Castenea silvarum, and he and Xander emailed back and forth extensively about these three charges.




She had Michael Vincent on her hip and squatted down in front of the pots to show him. The seedlings were each more than a foot tall with several full size leaves spread out in the sunlight. There was no sign of a budding dryad, and Xander had been unable to get an answer from Chataigne as to whether they should expect any. As far as Xander could explain it, Chataigne didn’t see any difference between her and the tree. She was the tree, and the tree was her (and both together were, in a manner of speaking, the house, but that was a whole other topic), and him asking her if the saplings were going to have dryads was the same as asking her if the tree was going to be a tree.




Dawn let Michael Vincent grab at the leaves, but not pull them. Now that it was officially July, and this was the fourth of July weekend, Dima was getting off lightly so far as embassy duties went. Dawn had seen him sort through different invitations and had even listened while he’d negotiated on the phone with fellow embassy staff members as to which ones he would take and which ones they would. Since Dima was far more interested in music than his fellow staff, he had taken the upcoming concerts—including the annual performance of Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture at the US Capitol. There was also the Jeffersonian’s Folklife Festival on the Mall, which he had promised to attend. 




“Hey, Dawn,” Booth called when she came back to the deck. “Come on over, someone I want you to meet.”




Dawn went over to him, bouncing Michael Vincent. 




“Dawn,” Booth said, indicating her with a large metal spatula and then used it to point at the man next to him, “this is Gordon Gordon Wyatt. Gordon, this is Dawn Summers. She’s Angela’s intern for the summer.”




“A pleasure, miss,” Gordon said, giving her a bit of a bow.




Gordon was a gangly man about Giles’s age with a rumpled shock of graying brown hair and an Oxbridge accent Dawn immediately noticed. Over his short sleeved, button down blue shirt and white shorts, he wore a tweed patterned apron with “Tis an ill cook that cannot lick his own fingers” emblazoned on it.




“Hi, Gordon,” she said in return, smiling with relief that he seemed like a very nice person. “Booth told me that you’re the head chef at La Coupole?”




“I am, though I have taken the day off to enjoy it in a more relaxed company,” he replied. 




“You’re probably the only one who’s going to appreciate the wine Dima brought,” she said. “Let me go get it.”




Dima was currently deep in discussion with Hodgins about some sort of business matter. She’d tried to listen for a few minutes, but once they got into quarterly projections, statistical variants, and stochastic forecasting, she’d given up. What she did want to do, though, was ingratiate Dima, even second hand, with Gordon, since she was fairly sure that the question to Marge’s answer had to do with what she could do to help Dima after his admission of Talia’s abuse. She found the bottle and brought it back to Gordon. He took it and checked the label, his eyebrows climbing skyward.




“Oh, good heavens!” he said, sounding even more adorably British than Giles. “Where on earth did your young man get his hands on this?”




“What’s that?” Booth asked, looking over Gordon’s shoulder and losing interest when he saw that it was wine.




“My good sir,” Wyatt said, a little appalled that Booth didn’t share his recognition, “this is Zámek Skrytá Údolí, one of the few red vintages bottled in Ruritania, grown on the southern slopes of the Vltava river, south of Strelsau. There are stories about this wine, sir, and it’s impossible to find outside of Ruritania and extremely difficult to get inside as well.”




Dawn smiled, aware that she’d hit her target with practically no effort.




“Dima works at the Ruritanian embassy,” she explained.




“I told you that,” Booth pointed out.




“Now wait a minute, Seeley Booth,” Gordon protested. “You informed me that there would be, and I quote, a couple of kids Angela knows at this cookout, and the young man happened to be European. You said nothing about him being a diplomat.”




Then he paused, looked down at Dawn with a quizzical expression, over at Dima, and then back at Dawn. He clearly took into consideration the jewelry Dawn wore and how Dima still looked uncomfortable with bare legs and arms and the most appallingly casual clothing he’d worn in public since he’d been a toddler.




“You wouldn’t perchance be Lady Dawn Summers and he the current graf of and from Hentzau, would you?” he asked, his eyebrows climbing up to his hairline.




“Wow, I’m never going to get used to being asked that,” Dawn managed. “How did you know?”




“My dear lady,” Gordon said, giving her back the bottle, “La Coupole is currently the center of as fashionable a group of cognoscenti as you’ll find in Washington DC, and the two of you have caught the attention of some of the more gossip oriented of them.”




She must have looked horrified, as Gordon quickly amended himself.




“That is mostly due, of course, to your young swain’s recent uncoupling of himself and Tsarevna Natalia Romanov,” he explained. “There have been some pictures of him and yourself, the new lovely young couple, but your name was only recently confirmed by a member of the Ruritanian embassy as a star pupil at Queen Flavia.”




“Uh, do you know who it was?” Dawn asked, still horrified.




She needed to catch Dima’s attention and draw him in, but Angela’s father had just arrived with two friends in tow, and it was all too likely that he’d be drawn into any talk of music they had.




“Oh, let’s see,” Gordon said, searching his mind. “That was one of Gospodin Bosko’s compatriots. The Dalmatian delegation had a dinner party on Wednesday, and they were still rehashing the events of last Saturday’s ball. If I recall correctly, his name was Kirchenau.”




“Oh, that would be the guy who was shocked I could speak German,” Dawn said, exasperated. “Did they really talk about me and Dima?”




“My dear,” Gordon said with great compassion, “you may be familiar with the saying ‘great minds talk about ideas, good minds talk about events, and small minds talk about people’. I’m afraid there are a great many small minds in this town.”




“No kidding!” Dawn said. 




Dima had noticed her looking frantically in his direction, broken off from his conversation and come over before meeting with Billy Gibbons. She breathed a sigh of relief.




“Dima, this is Gordon Wyatt,” she said, “head chef at La Coupole. Mr. Wyatt, this is Rupert Alexander Wilhelm Dmitri, graf von und zum Hentzau.”




“Your Highness, a pleasure,” Gordon said, nailing the title without effort. 




Dima shook his hand.




“Please, sir, just Dmitri here,” he answered. “We are all friends.”




“And so we are!” Gordon agreed. “Your lady, Dawn, showed me the bottle of Skrytá Údolí you brought. May I ask if there are any other bottles available for love or money?”




“For love only,” Dima answered. “The senior staff at the embassy are given a stipend of two bottles per week. I would be delighted to share some with you with the understanding that they are not meant for commercial use, only to strengthen the bonds of friendship.”




“And so they shall,” Gordon declared. “I am in your debt, sir. Is there any service I might render you in return?”




For a moment, Dima didn’t say anything, so Dawn spoke up for him.




“Can you recommend a good cooking school?” she asked. “It’s really kind of impressive what he doesn’t know. I left him in the kitchen for ten minutes this morning, and he made blackened mac and cheese. Without any spices.”




Dima sighed with the patience of the long oppressed.




“My dear Dmitri, I’m offering a cooking course at La Coupole beginning week after next,” Gordon said. “If you can survive that long, you are welcome to join us.”




“Okay, okay, okay,” Booth said, waving them back from the smoker, “enough with the kumbaya. We got meat ready to come out!”




“Oh, of course,” Gordon said. “If you will excuse me, Dawn, Dima, I must attend to my own lessons.”




There was a great production of brisket, chicken, and sausage taken from the smoker and presented with sides of potato salad, coleslaw, corn on the cob, green beans, salad, and cornbread, and suddenly everyone was lined up with paper plates, anxiously looking towards the front of the line. By the time Dawn had her food and found a seat with Dima, he had taken his first bite of smoked brisket with barbecue sauce and was chewing with a blissful expression.




“I have found what I must bring back to my homeland,” he declared.




“It is the good stuff,” Gibbons agreed with him. “And I will say this for my son-in-law, he can’t play guitar worth sour pickles, but he does smoke one hellaciously mean brisket.”




It seemed everyone from the Jeffersonian was there, plus all the others Dawn had already met at the handful of lunches she’d been to. Sweets, who was Booth’s FBI partner and a psychologist to boot, sat with his own sweetheart, Daisy. Daisy struck Dawn as being the first female counterpart to Andrew she’d ever met, and she felt a pang of sadness for Andrew’s loss. He would have loved DC with all its museums and minutiae. He’d never done well in a crowd, but he was a geek’s geek, and Dawn, with all her own geekiness barely camouflaged in this erudite and sophisticated crowd, hoped he’d found happiness among the Vikings and monks and knights of the eleventh century.




“And how are you doing, Miss Dawn?” Gordon asked her after noticing that she hadn’t spoken for a while.




She’d mostly been absorbing the sights and sounds of the gathering. Dima was deep in discussion with Billy Gibbons and two other older, bearded and shaded men of mythic standing. Angela flitted from corner to corner, checking on Temperance, prodding Hodgins to some task, or taking Michael Vincent from whomever had been tasked with holding him. Absolutely everyone was pleasant to her, but she felt a little disconnected.




“I’m good,” she told Gordon, aware that he was watching her with the same friendly interest he had for everything going on around him. “I just…there’s a lot going on, and I feel like I’m a little behind, you know?”




“Well, let’s see,” he mused, “you recently finished your first year at Queen Flavia University, you moved back to the States for the summer only to take an internship here in Washington DC with very little notice—Miss Angela told me—and you’ve just recently taken up with Mr. Dima in a romance that, from a creaky old man’s point of view, looks both sweet and extremely intense.”




She nodded, looked down at her hands and realized she was twisting her fingers, something she’d done as a child when she’d been especially nervous.




“You know how sometimes, something’s going so good, you’re afraid it can’t last?” she asked. “And that, since things usually average out, whatever’s coming must be really bad?”




“I am aware of that habit of thinking,” he agreed. “But, are you aware that nowhere is it written that the average must remain the same? Adding something as profoundly good as the love between you and your young man may in fact raise the average, not just for yourself, but for others around you.”




That got her attention.




“What do you mean?” she asked. 




“My dear, loving committed relationships of one type or another are the foundation on which healthy societies are based,” he said. “The world has many dark corners, and we all must face the vicissitudes of life with the resources we have on hand. With young Dmitri at your side, I have no doubt you will face them with bravery and fortitude, and as you grow into adulthood, you will be the underpinning of others’ strength.”




She gazed into his eyes and saw an intellect as powerful and curious as House’s, and he’d always scared her with his smarts, but Gordon gazed back with a gentle, almost daft, happiness. Her breath caught, and her throat tightened with a painful ache. All the worries of the last month, of the last year, blossomed at the top of her skin, throbbing with fear and pain. He must have seen it in her eyes, because he patted her hand.




“All shall be well,” he quoted to her, “and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well, for there is a force of love moving through this universe that holds us fast and will never let us go.”




She blinked back tears she hadn’t expected and swallowed past the lump in her throat. Not even Buffy—not even Jenny—had come close to lighting the bonfire of hope she now felt roaring in her heart.




“It seems like everyone I meet wants to tell me that Dima and I will have this terrible fight,” she confessed, “and there’s so much other stuff going on, that I’m afraid we’ll take it out on each other.”




“All couples have their arguments,” he advised her. “If you don’t disagree over something, then you don’t care. But I’ve found that the healthiest of relationships have expectations which are always honored, even when tempers flare and emotions run high.”




“What expectations?” Dawn asked.




He considered. “Well, among the best are the promises to be honest and compassionate, to be respectful and never contemptuous, to take the other’s wishes into account when making decisions, to forgive and just as importantly to accept forgiveness, and to renew the covenant of love more often than is necessary.”




She nodded, committing his words to memory so she could review them later. She wanted to talk to Dima about them before anything else came up.




“Thank you,” she told Gordon. “That helps. It really helps.”




He smiled at her, a completely unaffected smile of great happiness.




“Have you met a fascinating woman by the name of Marge?” he asked. “Runs a sort of quasi-psychic-slash-private-investigator shop?”




“Dima and I talked to her last week,” Dawn said, startled. “She gave me your name.”




“Yes, well, she’s done a little work for me here and there,” he admitted. “You’d be astonished how difficult it is to find a reliable purveyor of truffles in the New World. I was ready to turn down Angela’s invitation when Marjorie contacted me and asked me to attend in the hopes that I would meet both you and Dmitri. She seems to believe that we can do each other some good.”




Dawn nodded and then, on an impulse, hugged him.




“Oh!” he said, startled. “My dear, how very kind of you.”




He gave her a brief hug back and released her. 




“And now, if you will excuse me, I do need to get back to the grill and relieve Seeley.”






At some point after five o’clock, while the beer was still cold, the food was fairly picked over, and Dima, Billy Gibbons, and Gordon Wyatt sat together playing guitars at each other, Angela dragged Dawn back to the kitchen where the last guest had arrived. Avalon Harmonia was the best and most sensibly dressed of all the psychics Dawn had met to date, wearing a ruffled red silk tank top and short black skirt with strappy heels and big sunglasses.




“Sorry I’m late, Ang,” she said, giving Angela a kiss on each cheek. “You know how it is. I get the call and I go, doesn’t matter how weird.”




“How weird was it?” Dawn asked.




“Lady’s parrot kept yelling at her cat’s ghost,” Avalon said, flipping her hand one way and then the other to demonstrate something that was dealt with quickly and decisively.




“How does—” Dawn started, and Angela gave her a little shake of the head.




“Turns out, the parrot and the cat never got along in life,” Avalon explained, “so why the lady thought they would do so after the cat died, I have no idea. Moved the parrot to a different room and told the lady to leave the tv on Lassie for the next week, and the cat would move on. Bigger and better things, you know?”




“Actually, I had no idea,” Dawn said.




“More things in heaven and on Earth, Horatio,” Avalon quoted. “So, you got my message, which is good. Took you long enough, though. I swear you must have talked to every fake psychic in DC by now, and let me guess, the only person who could actually help you was Marge—who is, by the way, psychic, just very low key about it.”




“You’re—” Dawn started and pointed a finger at her. “You posted the message on Craigslist?”




“I did,” Avalon answered, smiling. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Dawn.”




“Can we talk?” Dawn asked. “I’m supposed to find out all about you. I even have a deck of prophecy to show you.”




“Sure thing,” the psychic answered, taking her sunglasses off. “Just let me get settled, kiss the baby, and eat some of that brisket.”




By the time Avalon was settled in, pie was served in the kitchen, and even Dima put his guitar down and came in for a slice of pecan pie. He declared it another treasure to be sent to his homeland. He took a seat next to Dawn and captured her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze.




“So, things you need to know,” Avalon said, “and there are a lot of them. I’m both a clairvoyant and a necrolocutrix—”




“Necro—” Dawn started. “A woman who talks to dead people?”




She glanced at Dima, who raised his eyebrows.




“You should tell Cole that he’s a necrolocutor,” he said.




“You should,” Avalon said, finishing her slice of pie. “Me and Cole, we should talk.”




“Uh, he’s in Egypt right now,” Dawn said.




Avalon shook her head. “He’s not, but that’s a whole other problem, and not one you have to worry about for a few more weeks.”




Avalon put her fork down and set her plate aside. Then she reached into her purse and took out a deck of cards wrapped in a square of black velvet.




“Now, I know you brought your own cards,” she said, “and we’ll take a look at those in a moment, but I want to get a quick read off you two.”




“Okay,” Dawn agreed.




She looked up at Dima, and he nodded.




Avalon shuffled the cards and spread them face down across the old velvet. A touch proved to Dawn that it was silk velvet, almost impossible to find anymore. Willow had complained about having to order it from Italy. This showed some bare patches where the nap had worn away, and lines where it had been folded over and over again. Dawn had the feeling that if Willow or Jenny or any other sensitive person put their hand on this fabric, they would have sensed something.




“They would,” Avalon said, “but considering how the tens of thousands of readings I’ve done on this, they wouldn’t get anything clear. Maybe just a few images of the most recent or most powerful readings I’ve done.”




“Can you—” Dawn started, looking up at Avalon.




Avalon leaned in, her nearly white blond hair falling forward, and she smiled.




“No, sweetheart, but there are times when it’s not to hard to figure out what people are thinking.”




Dawn smiled and ducked her head.




“So, if you both would pick a card,” she instructed.




Avalon spoke with a strong Brooklyn accent, one that reminded Dawn a little of Bugs Bunny, all the enunciation pushed forward and the embouchure pursed with strongly dentalized d’s and t’s and ‘oo-aw’ diphthongs instead of simple ‘aw’ sounds. After a semester of pearly, rolling Hoch Deutsche and fruity British English, Avalon’s off-handed taxicab, wise-guy tones made her neck unkink a little.




Dawn reached in, ran her hand above the cards, stopped, and pulled one free, handing it to Avalon. Dima reached in and plucked one without hesitation. Avalon turned them both over and set them next to each other at the top. Dawn’s was the Star and Dima’s was the Knight of Cups. The deck’s art looked almost like Norman Rockwell, realistic, gentle, and nostalgic. The images were straight forward, not crowded with symbols. Both the woman posing as the Star and the Knight of Cups looked like real people caught in candid poses. Something about the Star reminded Dawn of her mother, a look around the eyes of experience and patience. The Knight of Cups looked a little like Dima’s father, from the family portrait she’d seen. 




“Both of you are coming from a lot of history,” Avalon said, running her fingers over the two significator cards and then scooping up the rest of them. “Stories going back hundreds of years, maybe thousands of years. And your stories intersect with other stories and spread out in an interconnecting web, touching on hundreds and thousands of other people. It’s all intertwined. Tug on one story, and you pull three others with you. The further out you go, the more stories there are.”




Angela took a seat on the other side of Dawn and leaned in, fascinated. Avalon laid Dawn’s card just a little over Dima’s, putting them in the center. Then she began laying the cards out in a way Dawn had never seen before. Three to the left, three to the right, and that was all.




“There are dark forces arrayed against you,” Avalon said, looking up. She put her finger on the Empress, reversed. “A very powerful, very old woman, a terrible foe, but she’s currently not a direct threat. She’s too far away. You have a little time. Use it wisely.”




Then she touched on the nine of swords. 




“Betrayal,” she said, grim. “I can’t see who it is, but it’s someone close. Or someones, maybe. They think they’re righteous, that what they’re doing is the best choice, and if someone gets hurt, that’s the cost of doing business. There’s a lot of hubris.”




Then she touched Death, reversed.




“A lot of people are frightened of Death,” she said. “They don’t understand that it’s a symbol of metamorphosis. That change may be enormous and painful, but it really is for the best. This, though, someone wants things to stay the same. They’re willing to destroy others to keep it that way, and it may well be that what they want never existed. They want to go back to a Golden Age that never happened, because they don’t like what’s going on. They feel powerless, and that makes them hateful. Instead of reaching out to others and working together to make things better, they’d rather knock down what little good there is. The world stagnates, and everybody loses.”




Dawn looked up at Dima, worried. Sycorax didn’t surprise her. The idea of someone betraying them didn’t surprise her, though it did bother her a lot. But this third card seemed a lot bigger than anything she and Dima had dealt with. Dima studied the cards with very serious eyes, but he gave no hint of his inner thoughts. She squeezed his hand, and he squeezed back.




“Now, over here are the forces gathering on your side,” she said, indicating the three cards to the right—Justice, the Moon, and the World.




“There are currents in the world,” Avalon said, studying them, “and one of the strongest is that of justice delayed or denied. Don’t fall into the trap of seeking vengeance. That’s cheap and easy. If you speak for the ones who can’t speak anymore, if you act as an agent of justice, your actions carry more weight and resonate with the whole universe.”




Her fingers touched the Moon.




“There’s a whole other world,” she explained. “You’ve brushed it more than once. It’s hidden, obscure, and filled with power. Just like your stories pull on it, its stories pull on you. You’ll hear its call, and when you do, you need to answer, even if it pulls you away from the battle. It’s as much about timing as it is about the role you play. Yeah, you might be the boy who can pull the sword from the stone, but you gotta be there when the stone decides to let go. So listen, okay?”




Dawn exchanged a look with Dima, who gave a tiny shrug and then nodded.




“The last,” Avalon said. “The world. In your case, all the worlds. You aren’t doing this on your own. Not hardly. Booth, Brennan, Angie, Jack, Gordon, Gibbs, Reid, both Finns, Lucy, Miranda—”




Dawn felt Dima flinch at that name.




“Gold, John and Sherlock, Harry, Emily, Agnes—”




It was Dawn’s turn to flinch.




“Rudolf, the Count, the Hunter, the Guardian, the Elephant, the Doctor, Jim, Giles, Jenny, Andrew, Emily, Veronica, and a thousand more. I’ll lose my voice before I name all of them. You’ve met all of them for a reason, and not only do you help them, but if you don’t get their help in turn, it’ll never come together.”




She gave Dawn a penetrating stare, one that would have given M pause.




“There’s a reason why you are who you are, Dawn,” she said, and Dawn went cold, feeling that Avalon could see everything about her, including the aeons of time from before she’d become Dawn. “There will be a point where you are going to have to step up. Maybe you’ll win. Maybe you’ll lose. Maybe both will happen. But unless you understand that you are the Key to this, the whole thing is going to fall apart.”




“Holy crap,” Angela whispered. “Way to lay a load on a girl.”




Avalon relaxed, sat back, and took a deep breath.




“Sometimes I do the readings,” she said, “and sometimes the readings do me.”




Quailing, wishing she’d had the sense to record the reading, Dawn reached into her purse and pulled out the round deck Willow had given her.




“Do you mind taking a look at these?” she asked.




Avalon looked up from gathering her own cards, saw what Dawn fanned out in front of her and shielded her eyes.




“Whoa!” she cried. “Trying to send me into a seizure?”




Dawn hastily turned the cards over and set them on the table. Avalon sighed.




“Okay,” she said. “One for you, and one for Dmitri.”




Dawn took a card. So did Dima, and he handed his to her. Then she held up the two, face down, to Avalon.




“I am seriously going to want a beer after this,” Avalon said.




She took the first card and turned it over, and her eyes scanned it back and forth, almost like she were watching a movie.




“How do you get them to make sounds?” she asked Dawn.




“I didn’t know they did,” Dawn replied. “I didn’t know they could.”




“Huh, yeah, well, okay.” Avalon took a deep breath. “Once upon a time, a very long time ago, so long ago that this planet wasn’t a planet. It wasn’t even a bunch of dust waiting to spin up and become a planet. So long ago that even the stars didn’t have grandparents, only parents, there were hundreds of thousands, maybe millions, of these beautiful, singing creatures, swimming in the depths of space. They drew nebulas and breathed life into stars. They were called the Numinae, the breath, the divine spirits, the keys, the clavi. They all existed simultaneously in a nearly infinite number of worlds, and among them, every world that existed had at least a handful.”




“Whose card is this?” Angela asked, but no one answered her.




“And I can see them,” Avalon said, looking up at Dawn, “like drawings in a children’s book. Depending on what angle you view them from, they’re spheres of music, or porpoises, or horses running, or networks of vines. It’s like they’ve got twenty-three different dimensions or something. And then, some people captured the first Numina. It took them a while. You can’t hold on to one if she doesn’t want you to. She’ll just slip away. But they figured out how to do it, and they changed her. They changed her so she couldn’t hear her sisters anymore. They changed her so she didn’t move through all those worlds but only this one. And they changed her so instead of touching all those other worlds, she touched all the places and times in this one.”




Dawn shivered, remembering the story the Doctor had told her, that it was the Time Lords who’d captured and tamed nearly all the Keys in existence and turned them into TARDISes. 




“They did it again and again and again, driven by thirst for knowledge and believing that they had the right to reorder the universes as they saw fit. Only a few of the Numinae still exist as themselves,” Avalon continued. “One was stolen by an angel. Another is lost in the darkness past the boundaries of the galaxies. But there’s one who’s learning to step from one universe to another, and each time she does so, she puts something right.”




She looked up at Dawn, considered something, and then looked back down.




“That’s not the end of the story,” she said. “Maybe it’s not possible for all those Numinae that were changed to go back to what they were, but their loss leaves a hole in the universe. In all the universes. We’re coming up on a time when we can restore what was lost. Life begets more life. Love begets more love. And one Numina…maybe she can give us more Numinae.”




Dawn stared at her, completely unable to frame a question, unable to put together two words in any language. Dima moved closer to her, put his arm around her, and pulled her closer. She leaned into him, waiting for her pulse to slow down. She closed her eyes for a moment, and when the world slowed down and stopped wobbling, she opened them again.




“Ready for the next?” Avalon asked.




Dima nodded.




Avalon picked up the second card and turned it over. She looked a little relieved.




“Well, this one isn’t nearly as cosmic,” she said. “Not that there isn’t plenty going on here. The little boy, Sedmý, returns home to a cold home and a colder father. He befriends the local crows, saving some fledglings after a storm, and speaking to the Crow King. He has two best friends from one of the other tribes, but his father, fearing the other tribe becomes too powerful and listening to the demons of hatred, slaughters the entire tribe, including Sedmý’s friends. Sedmý is badly injured, and it is the Crow King who saves him, becoming human to protect the boy, raise him and teach him. Sedmý grows into manhood and takes vengeance on his father, becoming the chief of the tribe and forging peace.”




Dima listened without speaking, clearly knowing at least some of the story.




“But,” Avalon continued, “peace is a garden, and if it isn’t tended, it dies off and goes to seed, overrun by weeds. So it was that by the time of Dragomir, it was all messed up. The Hentzaii and the crows still had their friendship, but the other tribes around them distrusted them both. Dragomir made strides in new peace, but after Miranda’s death, he turned into a monster. His sisters bound him in a dungeon, and when the crows would not help him, he cursed them, saying they would serve his family until one of his own blood gave up their life to serve them.”




Dawn felt Dima twitch.




Solemn, Avalon scanned the card closely, and when she looked up, she looked like she’d read an obituary.




“That was your father, Dmitri,” she said. “He was as clever and tricky as any crow, and he loved your mother. She was as wise as a raven, and she loved him. They knew, both of them, that events were overtaking them. They came here looking for answers, but Sycorax knew where they’d be and knew what they’d be looking for. She set a trap for them. Your father and your mother both died. Your father gave up his life to serve the crows. Crow Kings can die. They’re mortal. Just then, that was when the West Nile virus was hitting really hard. Nearly half the crows in the eastern US died of it. He gave his life to them, knowing that they would pay it back by helping you and your sister. You need to find where your parents went, who they talked to, and what they learned, and you’ll find what you need to defeat Sycorax. Do you understand?”




Dima nodded, numbly. Dawn hugged him, and he leaned down a bit to kiss the top of her head. 




“Okay,” Angela said, getting to her feet. “You, Avalon, get a beer. Dima, you get a beer. Dawn gets a beer. I get a beer. Everybody gets a beer, okay?”




Not a single soul argued with her.




Hashtag Punching Nazis


Ten Years Previously



July in Washington DC was nothing like as pleasant as the dry plains of Afghanistan or the coastal city of Beirut. Those at least had breezes and a fairly low humidity even when the mercury reached ungodly heights. Unhappily, both of those places also shared the plague of an unidentified sniper with DC. So, Doctor Donald Mallard was more than happy to meet his friends at a cafe in Annapolis, on the edge of the Chesapeake Bay. 




“Margrethe,” he said, giving her a dry kiss on both cheeks and taking her hands in his, “how very good to see you. I hope the children are well.”




She smiled and squeezed his hands with frail strength.




“They are as well as can be hoped for,” she answered. “Little Gretel came through her surgeries, and the doctors have declared her heart problems to be resolved.”




“How good it is to hear that,” Doctor Mallard responded.




He embraced Alexi, who hugged him back before shepherding them to an outside table. He wore, instead of the standard issue white linen suit favored by Ruritanian nobles in hot climates, a shockingly casual pair of khaki shorts and navy blue t-shirt. Greta wore a sundress and hat, her soft brown hair tucked up underneath. She had a pair of earrings with pendant emeralds. He noticed that, behind her sunglasses, her eyes were now a light green, like translucent jade, and not the muddy brown he’d first seen sixteen years previously.




The cafe was a surprise as well. The graf and gräfin tended toward places known for their service as well as their good food, and this was only a step or two shy of a greasy spoon diner. 




“And how is young Dmitri?” he asked as they took their seats. 




“Eager to return to Eton,” Alexi answered.




“And in trouble for his pranks at home,” Greta said, smiling. 




“Oh?” Ducky asked, knowing there was a story to be told.




“Someone at Var Hentzau reported that their cow had gotten loose,” Alexi said. “Many of the villagers keep one or share one with a neighbor, both for milk and as a pet. Dima declared he was sure he knew where the creature had gotten to and went out late in the evening to look for it.”




Greta laughed.




“He doesn’t come home,” she said, picking up the story, “and I am, of course, frantic with worry.”




“Then, shortly after six the following morning,” Alexi said, “after we’ve notified all our neighbors to be on the lookout for Dima, sent out several servants to search for him, and are close to notifying the constabulary that he’s missing, the owner of the most popular cafe in town calls and asks if I would be so kind as to collect my son and undo the havoc he has wreaked.”




“Oh, dear,” Ducky said.




“Dima did manage to find the cow,” Greta supplied, “and as he told us later, he got her all the way to the town’s market square when she decided she would not go another foot. It was so late, everyone was asleep, and all the lights were out, but he doesn’t trust the cow to stay there on its own, and he doesn’t trust himself to stay awake all night.”




“So,” Alexi took his turn, “using the cafe’s outdoor furniture, he fashioned a corral, fencing the cow up against the fountain where it could drink freely of the water. But, he realizes, the cow might get hungry. So he walks to the park a quarter of a mile away, rips up grass and carries it back.”




“Then he decides,” Greta added, still laughing, “that he does not wish the cow to become lonely, so he kidnapped two goats from nearby gardens and leaves explanatory notes for their owners.”




“Oh, dear,” Ducky said, smiling himself and laughing at the boy’s resourcefulness. “I don’t suppose the chairs were wicker?”




“They were,” Alexi confirmed. “And the goats had completely devoured the bottoms off all the chairs used in the corral. Dima slept through it, even after he made a pot of coffee inside the cafe.”




“How did he—” Ducky began.




“It appears my son took it upon himself to learn to pick locks,” Alexi growled. “He later explained to me that as the son of the graf, he was expected to learn all manner of things, so he might as well pick up a few skills he found interesting.”




“He ate a full meal from what he found in the refrigerators,” Greta added, “wrapped himself in a tablecloth, and fell asleep on a table, watching the cow and goats.”




“Oh, dear. Oh, dear,” Ducky said, chuckling. “And never a thought to call you and let you know he was safe?”




“Not even to his beloved mother,” Greta replied. “It didn’t even occur to him when he was in the midst of his great cow rescue.”




“He was amazed to see me when I woke him up,” Alexi said drily. “Amazed that anyone might find fault with his solution, and amazed that the goats had eaten half the corral. Frau Bauer retrieved her cow, the Zemedelecs and Bednars retrieved their goats, and I reimbursed Herr Milner for the food, the coffee, and the chairs, and made Dima put everything back and wash up after himself.”




“He slept until after lunch,” his mother replied. “Not even little Gretel could get him up, and he would kill dragons for her.”




“We had a talk afterwards,” Alexi said, drily, “of the best use of time and resources, that waking the town constable and handing the cow over would have been a better use of his time than building a corral. He told me that he felt very strongly it was his responsibility, as he had voluntarily taken on the task, and he wanted to see it through to the end. Then I explained to him how badly he had worried his mother.”




“And then I had to assure him that I still loved him with all my heart,” Greta said, giving Alexi a bit of a look, “and that I had not nearly perished in misery, believing myself abandoned by the son I love better than life.”




They laughed at their story, and Ducky joined them, glad to see them so happy after so many years of sadness.




“He will make an excellent graf,” he noted.




Their laughter faded, and Alexi turned grim. Greta looked away, but squeezed Alexi’s hand when he took hers.




“You have heard of the developments in Ruritania?” he asked.




“Some,” Ducky said. “It’s a very closed off country now, almost as if it were behind the Iron Curtain.”




Alexi nodded. 




“Frederick died a year ago,” he told Ducky. “His illness was something out of a horror movie.”




“She killed him,” Greta said, her eyes filling with tears. “She killed my brother just as she killed my father.”




“We tried several times to convince Frederick of who that woman was,” Alexi explained. “That she was not his sister and had not been since that terrible day here. He never believed us. Never believed that my wife is his sister, her face and her life stolen from her by…by we have no idea who.”




“She had already gotten to him,” Greta said. “I have no doubt that she is a witch, a very powerful one. The very first time people meet her, she terrifies them beyond reason, and then…they simply forget and accept her at face value.”




“Except her children,” Alexi noted. “They remain terrified of her.”




“That poor little girl,” Greta whispered. 




Ducky reached out and patted Greta’s other hand. She wore, he noticed, a bracelet of heavy gold links with several small jeweled eggs, like miniature fabergé work. All but one were no larger than his thumbnail. The last was the size of a catbird’s egg and just as blue. It hung in a cage of fine gold work, pierced and wrought like an elaborate screen. 




“My dear, I am more sorry than I can say,” he told her. 




She gave him the tiniest smile, gratefully accepting his sympathies.




“With my father’s death,” she said, “that woman has been crowned in my stead and rules over my country, and hers is not a gentle hand.”




“We are already receiving news,” Alexi said, “of political oppression, of refugees expelled, opponents exiled, and many who have simply disappeared. What is most frightening, I believe, is that it does not appear her aim is the simple consolidation of power. There are whispers of…of darkness covering the land, of a throne of blood, and a line born to the queen and never relinquished by her.”




“Ducky, you are our friend,” Greta said, “one of the few we can claim in this land. I know that much of what we say will sound incredible to you, like fairy tales or nursery stories.”




He patted her hand again.




“My dear gräfin,” he said, “I am, at heart, an empiricist. I desire, above all things, evidence of the world and its workings. I have seen a great many things, and some of them could not be explained by conventional wisdom and understanding. Your own existence is one of them. I promise you, I will keep an open mind to anything you choose to share with me.”




“That is all we could ever ask, my friend,” Alexi said. 




Greta nodded in agreement.




“Now that this woman has been crowned,” Alexi explained, “we have six months before we must make our way to the royal palace, kneel, and swear our oath to her. I believe that those who do so become her creatures. Not willingly, you understand, but that she holds sway over them in ways they cannot resist.”




“Our friends have fallen away,” Greta said quietly. “One by one as they have taken their oath.”




“At the end of those six months,” Alexi continued, “if we have not sworn our oath of loyalty to her, we are considered rebels to the royal will, and she may declare us outlaw and hunt us and our children to extinction.”




“We are making a terrible gamble,” Greta told him. “We seek what we can to understand our foe, knowing she is already hunting us.”




“We’ve taken steps to protect Dima and Gretel,” Alexi added. “A connection to the Romanov family which—God willing—we will sever as soon as we return. I have also hired a man who works primarily within this shadow world, the Count de Carrabas—”




“What, like Puss in Boots?” Ducky asked, startled.




“I think that’s where the name comes from,” Alexi said, smiling. “Yes. But he is no figure of fun. He has helped me make certain arrangements that, should anything befall us, it will not all be for nought. My fear is for Dima. He is still a boy. Should anything happen to us, he must have time to grow into his manhood. He cannot know what our battle is until he is old enough to join it.”




“We have no doubt,” Greta told him, “that if he knew, he would seek vengeance against the queen before he could possibly hope to win. Ducky, he will be all alone without us. There are so few who know that she is not the real queen. I think possibly the head of the matriculation board at Queen Flavia University—”




“I do not trust her,” Alexi said firmly. “She plays with people’s lives as if they are a game of chess.”




“Frederick did,” Greta said. “I think he must have trusted her enough to tell her where he was all those years before he fell ill.”




“My dear Alexi, Greta,” Ducky interrupted them, “what can I do to help you? You have only to ask.”




They exchanged a look. 




“We have made certain arrangements,” Alexi said. 




He looked over at the parking lot, where several trees stood, and when Ducky looked, he noticed there were a large number of crows roosting there. They had even usurped the parking lot from the seagulls, and he’d never seen that before. There were stories, he knew from his time in Ruritania, of the crow king who had become human and taught and protected the boy who’d become the chief of the Hentzaii and whose offspring later became the graf von und zum Hentzau. They were old stories, fragmentary and mysterious. 




“Should anything happen to us,” Alexi continued, “and I have no doubt that it would be both of us at once or neither of us, as it does no good to her to kill only one of us and leave the other, I must ask you, dear friend, to do what you can to obscure the manner of our deaths.”




Ducky blinked, taken aback.




“We know that you are now a coroner,” Greta said, “and that you are often called upon to investigate deaths.”




“Yes,” Ducky agreed, “but I work for NCIS. My jurisdiction extends only to Naval and Marine personnel and those deaths which occur on Naval or Marine property.”




“As I said,” Alexi repeated, “I have made certain arrangements. Should, God forbid, anything happen to us while we investigate the creature who has taken the throne of Ruritania and deposed my wife, you will be brought in. Do not hide our deaths, please, but obscure their manner from our son so that the queen believes Dima poses no threat to her. Let Dima grow up and become a man before he learns what he must and makes the choice he must. Then, tell him everything you know. Under no circumstance can he be allowed to swear his loyalty to that thing.”




“In our home, in Washington,” Greta said, “there are boxes of material from our investigation, including the journals Alexi has kept since that day. Mrs. Washington is a trusted friend. She knows your name, and if you go to her and tell her that the Count de Carrabas sent you, she will know to let you in our apartment and allow you to take everything. Will you do this for us?”




“Of course,” Ducky said. “Of course, my friends, but…are you so certain it is necessary?”




Alexi looked up again and considered the crows.




“There are certain signs and portents, my friend,” he answered. “I have seen them. They are not a guarantee, but they are enough of a warning that I choose to heed them.”




The food arrived—crab for everyone—and they ate. Ducky changed the topic to a happier one, telling them stories from his work—of Leroy Jethro Gibbs, of Abigail Sciuto and Anthony Dinozzo, and of James Palmer. They passed the time pleasantly until the afternoon changed to evening, and they all knew their time together was done. 




He hugged both Greta and Alexi and parted ways with them at the top of the hill leading to the water’s edge. There, a bit of public art had been placed at the entry to a park, a mosaic of the ocean in blues and greens and gold leaf. They were headed further up the main street, to where some of the taller buildings signified the center of town. He was heading down the cross street to where he’d parked his car. There were plenty of people around, and just as he turned to leave, the crows, which had so crowded the trees outside the restaurant, took to the air and flew past them, making great raucous cries. 




Both Alexi and Greta looked up and tracked their flight. Ducky saw Alexi say something to his wife that she must have found comforting, because she nodded, and they continued up the street. He turned back to his own walk and studied the sky. The crows had stayed with Alexi, and Ducky wondered again what else had been in those stories.




Then he was picking himself up off the ground, checking the trees and the buildings around him before he was consciously aware that the sound that had sent him to the ground had been that of a rifle shot, a high velocity rifle, shot from a distance of less than a quarter of a mile. 




He heard the screams, people panicked, scurrying for cover, trying to find a safe place. The second sniper had only ever shot people in DC itself, never outside the city, but that didn’t seem to matter. One scream rang above the others, and chilled his soul. A woman, terrified.




“Alexi! No!”




He got to his feet and ran back to his friends, and between the throngs of people running past him, he caught glimpses of Alexi on his back in a pool of blood, the bullet wound in his chest agonizingly clear. Greta stayed with him, holding his hand and bending down over his body, shielding him from any further shot.




“Greta!” Ducky cried. “Run! You must run!”




Another group of panicked bystanders sprinted past him, almost knocking him down, and he heard a second shot. By the time he had his feet back under him and was pointed in the right direction, it was too late. He still ran.




When he reached her side, she had collapsed forward. The entrance wound in her back was a small black circle, but from the blood pooling under her, it must have left a fist sized hole in her front. It had cut through her heart and probably destroyed it. Gently, he turned her over enough to see her vacant eyes and her blood soaked blouse. One of her earrings had been lost, but she still wore her bracelet. Her hat had fallen off, and her hair was coming down, soft, mouse brown, and curly.




The man beneath her, staring up with lifeless eyes was not Alexi, not anyone he recognized, and he was naked, pale-skinned and nearly hairless, except the ruffled black hair on his head. His irises were gold and much larger than they should have been. 




Terror reigned around him, people screaming and running or hiding behind cars. The crows had all flown up into the air and circled, making harsh alarm cries. All of them except for one. It perched at the top of the gateway into the park, as large as a raven, and it huddled in on itself as if it were in terrible pain. When Ducky saw it, he noticed a small patch of white on its breast, like one feather had lost all its pigment.




When he looked back down, the dead man was Alexi, down to the faded freckles across his cheeks and nose and the scar on the back of his hand and properly clothed in khaki shorts and t-shirt.




Gently, Ducky lowered Greta, once the Princess Royal of Ruritania, back to the ground. The crow above him croaked with a low, guttural clacking. It sounded like a man, crying out in pain. Far away, he heard sirens and knew they would reach him eventually. He would need to call Jethro. He would need to expect whatever arrangements would bring Greta’s body to him, Greta’s and perhaps this other’s man. Somehow, he knew this man carried Alexi’s wallet and ID. Somehow, he would never be surprised if everyone else looked at him and saw Alexi’s face. He would have to put into motion whatever arrangements would be necessary to protect young Dmitri from the knowledge of how his parents had died. He would have to see Mrs. Washington and arrange to collect Alexi’s journals and the findings of their investigation, and then he would have to wait until Dmitri was old enough to be told.




“Sir! Sir!”




A man shook his shoulder, and Ducky looked over. The poor man looked terrified, but he’d still managed to get to Ducky’s side while the threat of the sniper loomed.




“Come with me, sir,” the young man said. “You can’t be out in the open like this.”




“It’s quite all right,” Ducky told him. “There’s no more danger. The sniper did what he came to do, and he’ll be on his way now.”




With a tired, grieving ache sitting in the middle of his chest, he smoothed back Greta’s hair. 




“My dear,” he said. “I am so very sorry. I promise you, I will do all that you asked of me before this is through.”



Present



Angela wore a facemask and gloves as she held the femur from FRU13’s remains. Doctor Brennan, also masked and gloved, held a drill with a small bit directly over the long bone. With smooth, precise movements, she drilled into the center and collected an uncontaminated sample. 




“There’s no sign that anyone else has attempted to sample DNA from the subject’s bones,” Doctor Brennan said.




“Maybe it was first done when soft tissue was still available,” Dawn suggested. “Can you tell if the remains had the soft tissue removed or if they came in like they are?”




“The documentation is extremely poor,” Bones responded. “So it’s impossible to say if the remains were skeletonized before or after they arrived, but I can say that they were purposefully defleshed by someone who understood the necessary technique.”




The word ‘defleshed’ made Dawn flinch. She’d seen enough dead bodies—and enough people die in front of her—that she was all too familiar with the shift from ‘person’ to ‘bag of bones and organs’. It seemed like she ought to stand up for the woman this had been, but what was there to stand up to? Doctor Brennan and Angela handled the bones with compassion and dignity. It was more that this poor woman had been reduced to bones well before her time that upset Dawn, and there wasn’t anything to do about that.




Bones and Angela secured samples for both DNA and isotope analysis. The DNA would provide information about features such as hair and eye color, blood type, genetic population, and inherited diseases. The isotope analysis of strontium, lead, oxygen, nitrogen, and carbon would provide information both on where the woman had lived during her life and what kind of diet she’d had. Maybe between the two, it would be enough to identify her. 




Dawn watched, her uneasiness growing. Maybe she was learning to read the skull and see the features of the face the way Angela could, but it seemed to her, between the age, the lack of documentation, the stated origin of Ruritania, and the damage to the hand bones, that she might be looking at Dima’s mother, Margaretha, gräfin von und zum Hentzau. The look of the skull didn’t discourage her.




She had practically nothing to go on but what Dima had told her and what she’d seen in the family portrait taken just before his parents had died. 




“Doctor Brennan?” she asked.




“Yes?”




“What do you do if you have a…a hypothesis that is supported by the evidence available but is still considered extremely unlikely?” she asked.




Doctor Brennan paused in her work and straightened.




“That is a valuable question, Miss Summers,” she said. “A scientist should remain willing to question their hypothesis at all times and take precautions against the biases that are pervasive in human cognition and perception.”




“What biases are those?” Dawn asked.




“Anchoring, apophenia, attribution, confirmation,” Doctor Brennan said, “halo, and status quo. Those are the main ones. I recommend that you research and become familiar with them, as that knowledge will be helpful in any analytical field.”




“What’s up?” Angela asked.




“Well, it’s just…” Dawn hesitated, not wanting to sound foolish. Then she decided to put her thoughts in the exacting language Doctor Brennan used. “There are some commonalities between the subject you’re examining and an individual I have second hand knowledge of that I find…concerning.”




“What commonalities are those?” Brennan asked.




Angela kept a close eye on her.




Dawn took a deep breath.




“Gender, age at death, approximate date of death, country of origin, location of death, um, history of childbearing, and history of arthritis,” Dawn said.




Brennan put down her tool and turned to face her. Angela had already done so.




“While not conclusive,” Brennan said, frowning with thought, “that set of traits could preclude a very large section of the possible population and aid in identification.”




“Dawn, who are you thinking about?” Angela asked.




“Dima— Dima’s mother,” Dawn admitted. “She died here in Washington DC ten years ago. Dima said it was a car wreck. His father died at the same time. But, she’s the right age, she had at least two children, and she had arthritis in her hands. And…”




She paused.




“I’ve seen a portrait of her,” she explained. “And I can’t predict features by looking at the skull the way Angela can, but…I think there’s some similarity.”




Angela had listened to all of Avalon’s readings with the avid curiosity of a sympathetic artist, and Dawn had explained a little bit of Dima’s family history to her that morning.




“What became of Mr. Hentzau’s mother’s remains?” Doctor Brennan asked. 




“To the best of my knowledge, they were entombed with his father’s remains in his family plot, outside of Var Hentzau,” Dawn said. “But…there are some really strange things going on, both there and here.”




“Maybe we should look at the personal effects?” Angela suggested.




Bones held up a hand.




“Before we do,” she said, “Miss Summers, can you identify anything that might have been in Mrs. Hentzau’s possession?”




“Dima told me that her jewelry was never returned,” Dawn said. “The one piece he was sure she wore was a gold bracelet with several small egg-shaped charms.”




Angela and Doctor Brennan exchanged a look, and Angela went to retrieve the envelope of possessions. When she returned, she opened the oversized envelope and poured the contents onto the table next to the skeletal remains.




A single emerald earring, a necklace with a matching pendant, a sundress, bra and panties, a pair of low heels, and the bracelet Dawn had described. Six small charms of different colors, enameled and set with precious stones, each smaller than the end of Dawn’s pinky. The seventh item was a real egg, smaller than a robin’s and just as blue, in a cage of gold work. It looked terribly fragile, but Dawn guessed that the cage was sturdy enough to protect the egg from anything but deliberate harm.




“This is the real thing,” Angela said, picking up the bracelet. “Real gold, custom made charms. There’s writing on them.”




She pulled the magnifier over and turned the charms to see what the letters said. 




“Margrethe Anne,” she read. “Wilhelm Dmitri, Thomas Frederick, and the other three don’t have any writing. There are some symbols on the goldwork around the egg, but I don’t recognize them.”




“Margrethe Anne is the name of Dima’s little sister,” Dawn said. “Everyone calls her Gretel. Dima’s full name is Rupert Alexander Wilhelm Dmitri. I don’t know about Thomas Frederick, except the last king of Ruritania was named Thomas, and his son was Frederick.”




Angela exhaled.




“This is starting to feel like the job we worked on with Buffy and Jarod and the guys at NCIS,” she said.




“There is a definite feeling of subterfuge,” Bones said.




“Well, the bracelet doesn’t mean that the remains are those of Hentzau’s mother,” Angela said. “Just that there’s some sort of connection. Best thing to do would be a DNA comparison.”




“I have no idea how I would ask Dima that,” Dawn said. 




“Could you secure a sample without asking?” Bones asked.




Dawn shook her head. She couldn’t think of a more thorough betrayal of his trust in her short of cheating on him.




“I can’t lie to him,” Dawn said. “Not even by omission.”




“Why don’t I get busy on the reconstruction,” Angela offered. “And we can go from there. Dawn, do you have any pictures of her?”




“I don’t,” Dawn said, “but Dima does. I should be able to recognize her.”




“We should wait for the analyses and the reconstruction to be completed before we draw any conclusions,” Doctor Brennan said.




Dawn nodded in agreement.






Booth stopped by to check on Bones’s current case and handed Dawn a copy of the complaint against the man who’d assaulted her the previous week.




“His name’s Robert Joseph Smith,” he told her, “and while he’s out on bail, there’s a restraining order on him. He’s not to come within five hundred feet of you or the Jeffersonian. You see him, you let me or Agent Jareau know, okay? If he approaches you, call 911 and make sure you stay someplace public.”




“Okay,” Dawn agreed.






Dawn, Angela, and Jack left work early in the day to join the Folklife Festival outside the Jeffersonian’s doors, along the National Mall. There were huge crowds, and Dawn was relieved she’d arranged to meet Dmitri on the steps. He was already in conversation with Billy Gibbons, who held Michael Vincent against his chest, and was demonstrating some sort of fingering technique and playing air guitar while Billy nodded along.




“Yep,” Gibbons said. “It’s a nice variation. I find I don’t really know a song until I sat down and figure the best progressions and played with them a bit.”




Angela nudged Dawn.




“My dad, your boyfriend, besties forever,” she sighed.




“I think this may be the first time Dima’s had a musical mentor since his dad died,” Dawn said. “It’s kind of amazing how happy it makes him.”




“Well, if that’s the case, I’ll encourage it as much as possible,” Angela said. 




Greetings went around, Dawn claimed a kiss from Dima, and they all agreed to make a full circuit of the festival before settling in anywhere.




“Oh, Dima, look!” Dawn exclaimed for the third time in ten minutes. “They have hand painted kimonos!”




He allowed himself to be tugged along while she and Angela perused the different designs available and read the plaques explaining the difference between summer and winter kimonos and casual and formal kimonos and all the accessories that went with them to create a complete, authentic Japanese wardrobe. Dawn agonized over a cotton kimono in sky blue with flowering cherry branches for herself as well as a scarlet silk formal kimono with a dragon soaring across one sleeve and down the back. 




She was ready to dismiss the idea of buying anything when she remembered that she actually had money—enough money for discretionary purchases, enough for impulse purchases, enough to buy Christmas presents at the beginning of July, enough money to buy something because it was a beautiful piece of art that made her heart sing. After an adolescence spent watching while first her mother and then Buffy worry constantly about paying utilities and the mortgage and having enough for groceries, telling them and herself that she didn’t need new clothes, and never, ever asking for anything bigger than a handful of art supplies or a new hardback book for her birthday or Christmas, she didn’t trust herself not to run amok with credit cards and shopping bags.




Dima must have read something in her dithering and indecision, as he pulled her aside, bent down to her and gave her a sweet kiss.




“I’d like you to take something into consideration,” he said. “It is what my parents explained to me when I was old enough to start handling money for myself and what my aunt repeated when I began to take responsibility for the family accounts.”




“Okay,” she said.




He brushed her hair back from her cheek with the sweetest smile she’d seen yet.




“You have the resources to buy anything you want,” he explained. “You may even, if you wish, buy everything you want. However, your decision should be based on what you need and what your family needs. If it is necessary, buy the best quality you can, build a relationship with the person who makes it, not just the person who sells it. If it is something you want, consider that beyond a certain point, possessions make a person’s life more difficult, not less. Whatever you buy will own a piece of you in the time it takes from you, the space it requires, and the care you must give it. The world is filled with trash. Do not make more just so that you can experience a few moments’ pleasure of having. Make it something worthy to pass down to your children and your grandchildren and your great-grandchildren. If it is a gift to another, make it something that speaks of both you and that person and will give them joy to use for as long as possible.”




She looked up at him, amazed that she hadn’t realized that about him on her own. His home in Strelsau had two hundred year old furniture in the parlor. He wore clothes she knew had originally been tailored for his father. He played his father’s guitars and lent her his mother’s (grandmother’s? Great grandmother’s?) jewels. The sheets on his bed were Irish linen, fifty years old and softer than anything she’d ever laid on. She’d picked up a pair of his shoes once and had been fascinated by the number of repairs in the handsewn leather. 




She glanced back at the ranks of kimono. The light cotton ones started at $120 and went up precipitously from there. It was, she knew, the quality of the fabric, the fact that kimono required a great deal of hand stitching, and that the decorations were done by hand stenciling and dyeing. A kimono created by a Japanese artisan could run more than $10,000. This was actually entry level material, and she still felt uncomfortable laying out the money for it.




“Dima, baby,” she managed, “I’m not rich enough to buy stuff to last fifty years. I have no idea how to look at things on that scale.”




“Do you really think I’ll allow you to pay for anything while we’re together?” he asked gently. 




A very small voice in the back of her head muttered something ‘allow? Excuse me?’, and she shut it down, knowing he didn’t mean it like that.




He kissed her temple and leaned in a bit more.




“I want you to become accustomed to the idea that what is mine is yours as well,” he whispered in her ear. “I’ll set some accounts up for you this week. In the meantime, save the money you earn for some later time.”




She leaned up against him and shivered a bit.




She was never going to worry about money again, was she? She would have enough. Enough to live where she wanted, study and work at what she wished instead of having to bring in a paycheck, travel, visit, and live as she chose, not as she had to. She’d never feel that sick sinking in her stomach she had when she watched Buffy pay for their mother’s funeral and then decide which bill not to pay so she could keep the gallery open long enough to sell off the remaining inventory, or the agonizing prickle of shame on the back of her neck when Giles had called the parents of the Slayerettes and explained that they simply had to have more funds to pay for rent and food. That had been resolved when Jarod and Kate had stepped in and pried the funds for the old Watchers Council out of the tortuous protections and legal restrictions, but the ghastly feeling had stayed with her. It was one of the reasons she’d focused on going to college out of the country. She could win a scholarship to Oxford or Queen Flavia or École polytechnique and earn enough to fly home for visits. She wouldn’t be a burden to Buffy or Giles.




She would never be poor again. Not one person in ten thousand could say that.




She looked back up at Dima, who watched her, waiting. She knew—she knew—he was referring obliquely to marriage when he said that what was his was hers, and she pushed that away, not ready to deal with it yet. She knew there was no question that she would ever act against his interest or abuse his trust in her, and she also knew that even if they broke up at some point, he would never allow her to sink into poverty.




She leaned up and kissed him, long and tender. When she broke it off, she smiled up at him.




“I’m going to get some presents,” she told him.




He smiled back at her.






Even in the sultry afternoon, the site of the Folklife Festival was crowded with throngs of people. There wasn’t much shade, and Dawn had made sure that Dima not only wore sunscreen, but that he renewed it every hour. Even then, he had a line of pink across his cheeks. Since he was wearing shorts and a short sleeve shirt at her insistence, she felt particularly responsible for him.




“The US government is oppressing the white man,” a voice called over the buzz of the crowd. “It’s a conspiracy of the lesser races to deny us our place. African-Americans, Asian-Americans, Native Americans, whatever happened to just Americans? There are tents and booths to celebrate the heritage of every color out there except the white man’s. And why is that? Because they hate us, and they hate us because they know we’re better than them.”




Dawn glanced up to where the noise was coming from. Not just the speaker, though he was plenty loud, but the yells and catcalls of his audience. There, across from the section devoted to the Folklife Festival, a group had set themselves up—all white, nearly all male, many of them in the uniforms of the Ku Klux Klan or a similar group. Some of them wore quasi-militaristic gear and clothing in black and brown. She felt nauseated looking at them.




“Oh, good,” Angela said with disgust written on her face, “the moron brigade is here.”




“Price of freedom, babe,” Hodgins answered. “Laugh at ’em and move on.”




Billy Gibbons had given them one stony faced look and then chosen to ignore them. Dawn checked Dima. He looked both horrified and disgusted. Several of the men in the group were handing out flyers and yelling things at the white people walking past, ignoring anyone with more color than a manila folder. 




“This is acceptable?” Dima demanded.




“Socially, no,” Angela said. “Legally, yes.”




“Hey, Dawn, can you hold Michael Vincent for a sec?” Hodgins asked, pulling his backpack around.




“Sure,” Dawn answered, taking the six month old from him.




Dima shook his head with disgust as they walked past the group. Dawn hung back a little and kept Michael Vincent on the side away from the supremacist group, not wanting him exposed to their hatred.




“These immigrants, these so-called refugees,” the man in front continued, “are here to steal our hard won wages, our jobs, to displace us, deny us the very freedoms we sacrificed to earn, and make no mistake, they will attack us as soon as they have the numbers!”




“Dieser Mann ist ein verdammter Schwachsinnige,” Dima said loud enough to be heard.




“Ah ha!” the man yelled, pointing at Dima and walking forward several steps to get closer. “A fellow Aryan, a son of the greatest nation in history—Germany of the Third Reich. Join us, sir!”




Dawn’s eyes went wide, and Dima stopped and slowly turned to face him. She could see his face in profile. He was furious.




“Join us, friend,” the man repeated. “Your people had the right idea, the Final Solution. Destroy the enemies of the Christian white race!”




“Oh, shit,” Dawn breathed.




All around her, she saw cellphones come out.




“You,” Dima said in a very clear voice he deliberately let his native accent bleed into, “may go and fuck yourself, you castrated, half-brained vomitous mass. My great-grandfather executed his own brother for spewing that traitorous bile, put a bullet through the back of his skull and left his body to be scavenged by dogs, and we praise him for it to this day.”




The speaker drew back for the space of half a second, thrown by the unexpected response. He flushed, and Dawn could see him searching for a response and knew it wasn’t going to be pretty. She reached out to Dima, putting a hand on his upper arm.




“Dima, we need to go,” she said. “Let it go and walk away, okay?”




The speaker’s eyes flashed to her and fastened on the baby she carried. Little Michael Vincent was as sweet and beautiful as any baby in the world, with soft, curved cheeks and wide brown eyes, and his skin was just as dark as his mother’s. His eyes had the same epicanthal fold, and his hair was even curlier than hers. He was very clearly not the specimen of Aryan babyhood the speaker would have preferred.




“Your whore is a race traitor!” he shouted at Dima. “I think I’ll teach her a lesson!”




He reached for Dawn, grabbing at her arm, and all hell broke loose. 




Dawn got her arm out of the way, turned back towards Angela and Jack, and nearly tossed Michael Vincent at them. Angela plucked him from Dawn’s hands and pulled him in to her chest. 




“Get back!” Dawn yelled at them, as she heard the first scream.




Dima hadn’t pushed the man back or grabbed his arm to prevent him from reaching Dawn. He’d stepped in, crushed the man’s knee with one kick, captured his arm, twisted it out of its socket and brought his fist down on the upturned elbow, reversing the joint with a splintering sound, pulled him into a hard, jaw-breaking strike, and as the man fell forward onto his face, began methodically punching him in the floating ribs, the belly, and then his kidneys. 




“Dima, no!” Dawn screamed. “Don’t kill him!”




The speaker, now on the ground, got a lungful of air, and began howling—high pitched and agonized—and Dima kicked him, hard, in the face. 




Two more members of the group rushed up as every other person in a thirty foot radius scrambled to get away from the violence. Dawn got into her purse, pulled out her new baton, and snapped it out to full length. One of the men went for Dima with a knife in his hand, so Dawn targeted him first, swinging the baton at full extension and bringing the tip down on his upper arm. The pop of the humerus breaking was loud enough to startle the second man, who eyed Dawn and made the clear decision to take her on. He raised his hand to punch her, and she kicked into a long, low lunge, thrusting her baton like a rapier, and striking him in the solar plexus. It gave by several inches, and he folded over the point with a guttural noise and began vomiting.




The first neo-nazi was still on the ground, howling and trying to crawl away. Dima had the second man—the one whose arm Dawn had already broken—bent over and on his toes as Dima kicked him in the gut and twisted his other arm until the radius and ulna broke. Three more men were nearly on them while the remainder of the group hung back, unwilling to step into the fray.




One of them came for Dawn, and she spun into a flying back kick, bringing her left heel into full contact with his temple, sending him down as a floppy sack of meat, joints, and one very large bruise. She landed on both feet and one hand, feeling her right ankle give with a painful twinge. She came up, swinging the baton so the tip struck the next man on his face, his neck, the back of his hand, and his ear like a brace of attacking cobras. He fell back as Dima turned to the last man, only the last man held perfectly still, his hand raising a blackjack to the level of his ear, frozen. Billy Gibbons stood next to him, the point of a very efficient looking knife held just under his sternum, and Billy’s arm muscles tense and coiled.




“Drop the weapon, boy,” Billy said in a quiet voice, “or I guarantee, you will regret it.”






“What the hell is this thing?” Hodgins asked, turning Dawn’s baton over and inspecting it. “Did you hear the sound it made when she swung it?”




“I did,” Gibbons answered, sipping a beer.




“That’s kind of the point,” Dawn explained. “It’s called a hornet. There’s a set of grooves molded into the tip. They make the noise when it’s swung at full extension, and the noise startles and distracts your opponent. Buffy got it for me to replace my last one.”




“What happened to your last one?” Hodgins asked.




“Oh, it got cut in half during a knife fight about a year ago,” Dawn sighed.




“A carbon fiber baton got cut in half?” he repeated, amazed and delighted.




“Jack,” Angela groaned, “seriously, can we not do this?”




Angela sat in a loaned lawn chair at the spot where law enforcement had stayed busy processing the scene. She hadn’t participated at all, but she was definitely having a harder time than anyone else with the thirty seconds of extremely focused violence that had broken out. She held Michael Vincent on her lap and watched the back and forth, unhappy and stressed.




“I’m sorry, baby,” Hodgins said, rubbing her back. “Look, everything’s okay. It’s not like Dima’s going to be charged with anything, since he’s got diplomatic immunity. And Dawn’s not going to be charged, since she acted in defense of Dima. And your dad isn’t going to be charged for the same reason and because he’s completely awesome, and the officer in charge knows exactly who he is.”




Dawn sat on Angela’s other side, an ice bag wrapped around her right ankle, since she had strained it on her landing. Dima was still speaking to both Radziwill and Secundus while two DC uniformed officers, a park ranger, and Agent Booth looked on. Taekwon appeared with bags of food and a tray of drinks.




“Barbecue, barbecue, barbecue, burger, burger, veggie wrap,” he recited, handing out food. “Coke, coke, coke, Diet Coke, lime fizz, and bottle of water. And, oh my god, you’re trending on Twitter.”




The moment Dawn had realized that they would be stuck for hours dealing with the fallout, she called Taekwon, and asked him to find them on the Mall and run errands while they waited. It was, apparently, the best decision she’d made all day long.




“Check it out,” he said, holding up his phone. “Hashtag PunchingNazis, hashtag CanYouSayAwesome, hashtag HentzauRules.”




“Do not repeat that anywhere Radziwill or Dima’s boss can hear you,” Dawn ordered.




The police had shaken their heads over the entire business. Either witnesses were running up to them with video of the event, which clearly showed the spokesman—one Spencer Rich, a very vocal, well known white supremacist—starting the altercation by reaching for Dawn and Michael Vincent in a threatening manner, or if they had no video and were directly asked by police, they hadn’t seen anything, that nice boy hadn’t done a thing, and didn’t the police know that DC lived and died by tourism, and this sort of nonsense was bad for tourism?




By the time the Booth had gotten there, the remainder of the racist group had scattered, leaving their signs and banners behind. Some enterprising person had collected several and set them up so people could snap selfies with the banner, the police, an ambulance, and one of the battered supremacists in the background. Of the six men who’d joined the altercation, only one—the one Billy Gibbons had stopped—was unharmed. Spencer Rich had been strapped to a backboard crying and howling in pain and taken to a hospital to have his many injuries tended. The second man sent to the hospital had been the one Dawn had kicked in the head, as he hadn’t recovered consciousness, and the EMTs figured either a severe concussion or a possible skull fracture. Someone at dispatch had a sense of humor, because every single EMT was a minority. 




There were multiple videos already posted. The most popular one came from someone who’d been recording Rich the entire time, so they’d managed to catch Dima’s original comment and Rich’s response. The video was annotated with small boxes of texts, giving the translation of Dima’s words (“That man is a fucking moron/mental incompetent.”), pointing out that there were multiple European countries where German was a native language, confirming that Dima’s great-great-uncle had been a Nazi executed by his brother in France shortly after the Normandy invasion, and adding that in the grafschaft of Hentzau, calling someone ‘ein Kastrat’ or eunuch, gelding or castrate, was one of the most contemptuous, vulgar insults that could be leveled at a man and was considered a dueling offense. It also explained that dueling was legal in Ruritania, and approximately one hundred people a year were killed in duels, ninety-eight of them young, single men.




Once the fight started, the video editor had noted which martial discipline each move had come from—Krav Maga, Muay Thai, Capoeira, Tang Soo Do, and Strelsaun street fighting—and the damage it had likely done. It slowed down some of the strikes and added arrows to points of form. It also added trivia, like the fact that Dima had tried out for the Ruritanian Olympic fencing team when he was seventeen and had missed it by two spots, something Dawn hadn’t known. 




When Dawn appeared in the video, it noted the make and model of baton she used (the 21” Hornet stinger), the fact that it was legal to carry in DC, and the minimum force necessary to break the humerus. It even added a diagram of the strike, showing how Dawn’s arm and baton together acted as an extended level with her shoulder joint as the fulcrum, her tricep, deltoid, and numerous back muscles as the effort, and the tip of the baton acting as the load. It named the type of knife Billy Gibbons carried and listed links to several of the best known ZZ Top songs. There were already 25,000 views, and it was going viral.




Statements had been taken. Dawn had been considered and frowned at by at least three jurisdictions, and Radziwill had shown up, talked to her, and stomped over to where Dima was being interviewed. Secundus had shown up shortly after that, and there’d been a great deal of back and forth. Dima’s posture had been stiff and upright, but then it always was when he was doing something official. She was too far away to hear his voice or read his expression. She couldn’t help but worry. 




When Dima finally returned, it was with Radziwill. Dima knelt in front of Angela.




“I am terribly sorry for distressing you,” he apologized. “When Rich reached for Dawn, I saw that she held Michael Vincent. Please believe me when I say that I will never allow him to come to harm if I can prevent it.”




Angela gave him a fragile smile.




“Hey, man,” Hodgins said, “we really appreciate it.”




They shook, and Dima stood again.




“What’s the verdict?” Dawn asked Radziwill.




“Go home,” Radziwill said. “No charges will be filed against His Highness, you, or Mister Gibbons. Mister Rich clearly threatened Miss Summers and the child she was holding. Even if Mr. Hentzau did not possess diplomatic immunity, he was acting in your defense. While he may have used far too much enthusiasm and could have stopped short of crippling Mister Rich, we won’t hold it against him. Mr. Gibbons is also free to go. Mister Rich may pursue a civil suit, if he can find a court that won’t laugh him out of it, but no criminal charges will be brought against you.”




“Mister Radziwill,” Angela said. “What the hell was going on with them?”




Radziwill raised his black brows at her question.




“These guys are professional agitators,” she said. “They know better than to cross the line. They stand right up against it and piss people off, try to get them to take a swing so they can sue, but they don’t start the violence.”




“They don’t start the violence if there’s witnesses,” Radziwill corrected her gently. “We have plenty of indications that they have no problem committing violence against people who can’t fight back when there’s no way to hold them accountable.”




He paused, staring at the ground for a moment, then he looked up and caught Dima’s attention. Dima nodded.




“It may be that the circumstances were contrived,” Radziwill stated. “His Highness made very a powerful enemy recently, when he annulled the marriage contract between him and Tsarevna Natalia Romanov. We’re looking into it, but we believe they may have routed funds to Rich’s group with the understanding that the group would then seek to embarrass Hentzau.”




“How on earth were they going to embarrass you?” Dawn asked him.




“Presumably by implying that I was a confederate and enthusiast of their philosophy,” Dima said. “When I denied them as vehemently as I could, Rich may have made the decision that he would humiliate me by provoking a fight and then defeating me handily.”




Hodgins whistled loudly.




“Wow, does that guy need to get back on the short bus,” he said.




“Didn’t do his background research?” Dawn asked.




“Apparently not,” Dima answered. “Radziwill’s contacts believe he did some preliminary research on the staff at the embassy and decided that I was cut from the same cloth as my coworkers. He appears to have believed that frightening and manhandling my girlfriend and then beating me down would be a simple and easy task.”




“That being the case,” Radziwill said, “the state department has noted the explosion in social media concerning the matter, and if His Highness chooses to speak to any members of the media concerning the matter and his thoughts on it, we have no objections.”




Dawn blinked and looked back up at Dima. 




“What did Secundus say?” she asked.




“He found the whole thing rather distasteful,” Dima answered. “And asked me to remain neutral on matters of the United States government and its policies but said I was free to discuss my thoughts on fascism, neo-nazis, white supremacy, and various responses to their ideology.”






Half asleep, Dawn reached for Dima, and when she didn’t find him, she woke up. He wasn’t in bed. The sheet and blanket on his side of the bed were pulled up. She looked around, but there was no light under the door to the bathroom. Instead, there was a light in the living room. Sleepy and concerned, she got up, pulled on her new silk nightgown, and went looking for him.




She found him out on the patio where the night air at the top of the apartment building was pleasantly cool. There was just enough light to find her way, and she could look out over the streets spreading south towards the Mall and west towards the Potomac. Dima sat on the couch, quietly playing his guitar. There was a glass on the table next to him.




“Everything okay?” she asked, taking a seat next to him.




“Couldn’t sleep,” he answered, picking an absentminded arpeggio. 




“You know, I haven’t seen you smoke a cigarette since I got down here,” she observed.




“I gave it up,” he answered. “I decided while we were in The Hague, and it makes things easier here, since it’s not legal to smoke in public.”




“I’m glad,” she said. 




“One less thing to worry about,” he said. 




She watched him for a bit. Something about the cadence of his voice and the not-quite-precise way he played made her think he’d been out there for a while, and this wasn’t his first drink.




“Dima, is everything okay?” she asked again.




He shrugged. 




“Secundus was not best pleased by my actions earlier,” he admitted. “Though he did admit he saw nothing wrong in my behavior.”




She suspected that if it hadn’t been in public, if Angela and Hodgins hadn’t been there, he would have killed Spencer Rich. She hadn’t seen him that angry since Prince Rudolf had tried to rape Sabrina at the party at Talia’s home. She wondered if that should bother her more than it did. She knew he’d killed two men in the Hague to protect her. House had told her that much. She’d wondered once, for a short moment, if she should have been bothered by that as well, but since his willingness to kill to protect her meant she’d never been raped and hadn’t died, she decided that not only did it not bother her, it didn’t bother her that it didn’t bother her.




“Other than that, is anything wrong?” she asked.




“No, of course not,” he answered, but it was a moment late coming. 




Something was still wrong, but she didn’t know what. The upcoming anniversary of his parents’ deaths? The fumbled attempt to embarrass him? Other things to do with his break up with Talia? The new prophecies they’d gotten from Avalon? She had no idea.




“Is there anything I can do?” she asked.




He shook his head.




“No, love.”




“Would you like to come back to bed?”




He looked up at her, and there was something there, something that he shut down and put away. He smiled at her, tired.




“Ja, Ich denk so,” he said.




Yes, I think so.




He was tired. He didn’t usually slip back into German unless he wanted to ask her something private or they were making love. She offered her hand, he took it, and she led him back to bed. Once there, it didn’t take many kisses to capture his interest. She’d found that while she couldn’t straddle him and sit up—it killed his erection and came close to bringing on a panic attack—she could lie down on him and keep their bodies touching. She could even sit backward on him—a position Angela had referred to as the Reverse Cowgirl. If Dima sat up, they could twine in endless variations, and if he leaned back against the pillows, she could ride him quite nicely. She just couldn’t do so while he was flat on his back.




She loved being a little above him. He held her while she leaned back and then licked and suckled her breasts. She crouched on the balls of her feet, held onto the headboard, and rode him. Up and down, back and forth. He pressed the first two knuckles of his hand against her clit, letting her adjust his hand for the best pressure, and they kissed while she moved her hips. She came, stifling her cry and panting afterwards, but he hadn’t finished. Instead, he leaned forward, tipping her back, and when she laid on the bed, helped her turn over so he could take her from behind.




He ran his hand down her back before putting it at the base of her neck and holding her there, making her arch her back to him. She brought her hips up to him, and he put his other hand on her and held her firmly in place as he slid into her. He continued holding her as he thrust over and over, building up momentum and shaking her every time he brought them together, going as deep as he could. Then his hand left her hips, and a moment later, he slapped her ass. Her eyes flew open, and when he did it again, hard enough to sting, she cried out, not quite in protest.




“Take it,” he ordered.




She did, pressing back to him, breathing hard, and she begged him for more. He held her there, one hand at the back of her neck, squeezing, and the other slapping her ass just before he thrust again, and she could feel another climax building and knew she’d scream.




“Dima,” she cried, “Dima, it’s coming. I can’t—”




“Take it!”




And he pulled her sharply back against him, so that he was buried inside of her. She struggled against him, trying to get every last sensation of his cock rubbing deep inside of her. He leaned forward, sliding his hand between her legs and grabbing the flesh of her vulva in his fingers and working her, pulling, pushing, tapping her like a drum. She came, and as her voice grew louder, he brought his weight down on her, and his hand covered her mouth.




“Take it!” he ordered. “Scream! Do it!”




And she screamed into his hand, screamed as her body unraveled around his thrusting cock, as her orgasm expanded out of her pelvis and ripped through her body. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and her muscles spasmed. He groaned in her ear, his breath catching.




“Gott,” he moaned. “Fucking god.”




He thrust several more times and came, filling her, spilling out of her, pushing her down as he arched against her. Then he went limp for several moments. When he stirred, Dawn was still and slack.




“Dawn, are you all right?” he asked, getting up and pulling away from her. “Did I hurt you?”




She stirred, turned over a bit, and reached up to him, stroking his face with her fingers.




“That was incredible,” she sighed.




“I didn’t hurt you, did I?” he asked. “I…I lost control near the end. I just—”




She smiled, half asleep.




“You can lose control like that any time, Dima,” she told him. “Oh, God, it was so good.”




Relieved, he rested his forehead against hers and kissed her, but she had fallen asleep again and didn’t stir. She didn’t wake when he went into the bathroom to clean up and bring her a warm washcloth, and she only barely stirred when he got her to turn back around in bed. She slept in his arms without waking until the morning.




Those Sleepless Nights



“Hey,” Dawn said softly as she came out on the patio.




Dima didn’t look up from his guitar but only nodded as he slowly traced the melody of a Bach prelude. She came out and sat on the couch with him and pulled her legs up. At two o’clock in the morning, it was finally cool. The fireworks were over. The barbecue was all eaten and cleaned up after. The cannons had been fired during the 1812 Overture just as promised. Dima had a genuine sunburn on his ears, the backs of his fingers, and the backs of his calves. He’d turned down three interview requests and accepted one for the next day. Dawn had been contacted by the maker’s of the Hornet 21” collapsible carbon fiber baton to ask if she were interested in giving a testimonial. She’d written them a review and sent it with a note that they might want to research her time in Europe before they used her name. She had, after all, been involved in the duel that had killed Agnes von Holofernes. She hadn’t heard back.




This was the third night in a row Dima had gotten up and wandered out to the patio. The previous night, she hadn’t followed him. Instead, she’d waited for him to return and had fallen asleep before that happened. She’d woken up to his lovemaking, and when they’d finished, he’d brought her a washcloth, kissed her, and gotten ready for his five a.m. call with his business and legal contacts. This time, she came out, worried, unwilling to bother him, but unwilling also to just wait for him.




After a while, he set the guitar aside and downed the last of his drink. His Majesty perched on top of the coffee table, picking through the unshelled peanuts Dima had put out for him. The one white feather on his chest flickered in and out in the dim light.




“Are you all right?” he asked her, reaching out to caress her leg.




“I’m fine,” she answered. “I’m worried about you.”




“I’m fine,” he answered and then sighed. “Just…trouble sleeping. Too much on my mind.”




“Would it help to talk?” she asked.




He took a moment before answering and then shook his head.




“No,” he said. “I honestly cannot imagine how talking about it would help.”




“You know, if it’s not something you feel comfortable talking to me about,” she said, “you could talk to Hodgins or Booth. They’re both great guys.”




“They are both great guys,” he agreed. “But no. It’s not something I care to share with them.”




He leaned forward and took both her hands, bringing them to his lips and kissing her knuckles.




“You know that I love you, yes?” he asked.




She smiled. “Yes, I know you love me.”




He turned her hands over and kissed her palms.




“And that, you and Hobart are my two best friends in the world,” he said. “I am more grateful than I can say for your friendship.”




“Yes, I know,” she said, still smiling. “I just wish Hobart would hurry the hell up and get out here.”




“I told him about us,” Dima admitted.




“What’d he say?” Dawn asked.




“About damn time, brother,” Dima quoted and laughed silently. “I think he knew long before I did.”




He leaned over and kissed her forehead. Then he looped his arms around her. She looked up and kissed his cheek, which made him smile. 




This mood of his, which she’d only seen a few times and had no idea how to read, left her confused and anxious. He was tender and loving, but he never kissed her on the lips, and it never moved towards sex. His regard was almost worshipful, but at the same time, he gave nothing else. He never told her what he was so occupied with, what disturbed his sleep. He never asked her for anything. 




The sex afterwards was incredible. It seemed like each time, it unlocked something in him. He’d try something new, something a little edgy, something that reduced her to a quivering, mewling heap. The first time was those few spanks and the hand over her mouth. The second time, he’d slid a finger into her ass while he’d gone down on her. Both times, afterward, he’d actually been worried, even a little scared, that he’d crossed some line and abused her, and she’d had to assure him not only that she’d consented, but that she’d loved it and looked forward to more.




She hoped the two weren’t related, the mood and then the guilt after sex. She worried that they were. And part of her wondered what new idea he’d try on her when they went to bed, and she hungered for it.




“I love you, Dawn,” he whispered to her.




“I liebe dich, Dima,” she replied.






“Hey, hey,” Hodgins called, sticking his head in Angela’s office, “turn on the TV and go to ZNN. You guys have got to see this.”




Dawn left off the computer reconstruction she’d been working on and joined Angela in front of the very large screen in her office. Angela picked up the remote and began clicking through menu choices until a scene from the Hadean Age filled the screen.




“What on earth?” Angela asked.




Doctor Saroyan came in and joined them.




“It’s Easter Island,” Hodgins told them.




Dawn watched as a plane or helicopter flew across the island, showing miles wide lava flows, a lava fountain, and scorched black plains.




“The hot spot started up again,” Hodgins said. “With practically no warning. They started getting ground tremors, six hours later, the northern volcano started erupting, and now all three of them are going like firehoses.”




“All the people,” Dawn whispered, horrified.




“They got them off,” Hodgins told her. “It was close, but Chile started up an airlift, sent a total of thirty 787s, one after the other, since there’s only one runway on the island, and they evacuated every person, all the pets, and even managed to get some of the livestock off.”




“What about the rest of the livestock?” Angela asked.




“I’m sure if they had the chance, they put them down,” Doctor Saroyan answered, watching the screen. “They wouldn’t have left them there to burn to death.”




“What about the moai?” Dawn asked.




Easter Island was, after all, a World Heritage site, and the enormous carved heads were known around the world.




“Somehow they got about a hundred of them off the island,” Hodgins told them. “No one’s saying how, but there are US, Chilean, Australian, and Japanese naval vessels carrying them to ports on either side of the southern Pacific.”




“How?” Dawn asked, amazed. “If they only had hours of warning, there’s no way those ships could have gotten there in time.”




Hodgins gave her a delighted look, waggling his eyebrows. “I’m guessing there’s some secret technology that allows them to pick up and move those statues with very little effort, but wouldn’t work on people or livestock.”




Doctor Saroyan gave him a dubious look.




“Like what?” she asked. “Teleporters? Hodgins, this isn’t Galaxy Quest.”




“Galaxy Quest, no,” he said, “but did you know there’s a popular theory on the Internet that Wormhole X-Treme is really a false flag tv show created to provide plausible deniability for a top secret international conspiracy involving actual wormhole technology?”




All three women stared at him. All Dawn could think about was how incredibly bad Wormhole X-Treme had been. So bad, in fact, that Sabrina refused to watch it, and she’d watch almost anything.




“Okay, Jack,” Angela said. “Time to put the Internet down.”




They returned to watching the television, mesmerized by the apocalyptic scene in front of them. ZNN ran the story nonstop, bringing on scientific experts, spokespersons from the USGS, and the Chilean ambassador to the US, but after about half an hour, it was clear they’d mined their topic dry. Easter Island was a seething volcanic mass. All life on it had either been evacuated or was destroyed. It would be thousands of years before it could support people again.




Everyone returned to their work. Lunch came, and Dawn got a sandwich and a shrimp cocktail at the cafe and shared the cocktail with His Majesty. She’d calculated that it was five miles between the Jeffersonian and Dima’s apartment, which seemed like quite a commute, but His Majesty was no more or less hungry than usual and kept her company as she worked.




When she returned, Hodgins and Angela were waiting for her.




“What?” she asked, hanging her purse on her chair.




“Got the isotope tests,” Hodgins said, holding up a folder. “Come and see.”




She joined them at Angela’s desk where he laid out the results. 




“Our subject spent the first twenty-some years of her life in Cleveland, OH,” Hodgins said. “Then a very brief span of time in the DC area, maybe six months, maybe a year, and then, around fifteen years in northwestern Ruritania, the province known as Hentzau.”




Sober and scared, Dawn looked up at Angela.




“That fits pretty closely to what Dima’s told me of his mother,” she said. “That she grew up in the US, met his father here in DC, married him, and then they lived in Hentzau while they raised a family. They’d only been back in DC a couple of weeks before they died.”




“DNA is pretty straight forward,” Angela said. “Brown hair, brown eyes, fair skin, tendency to freckle. No inherited diseases. Germanic and Celtic heritage.”




“In pictures of her, Dima’s mother has light colored eyes,” Dawn said. “Green eyes.”




In fact, now that she thought about it, his mother’s eyes reminded her of Lucy’s and Antonia’s eyes. They were the same color of light, translucent green, like fine jade.




“She could be wearing contacts,” Angela said. “You’d be surprised how many people go for a specific look and won’t shake it. I’ll do the reconstruction with both. I should have it ready tomorrow.”






Dima took her out for dinner, and they talked about the many things going on—Easter Island, the concert the previous night, the interview he’d done, and the projects she was working on.




“You found the psychic,” Dima pointed out. “Has Giles made any noises about you returning home?”




She shook her head.




“He asked, but I wasn’t going to leave Angela in the lurch,” she explained. “Plus, I don’t think that’s all there is to it. Matter of life and death? I just can’t help but feel like something’s going to happen.”




He took her hand.




“It’ll be all right,” he told her.




She managed a smile.




That evening, she wanted nothing more than to just cuddle with him, her head tucked against his chest. Instead, they sat together on the couch as he looked over spreadsheets and other documents for his family’s holdings, and she sat with her tablet, working through Sumerian and Akkadian translations from the scanned cuneiform tablets. They didn’t talk much, but it was nice to see him there when she glanced up from her work, and he occasionally reached out and squeezed her foot or kissed her hand.




It didn’t have to be all fireworks and gunfire, she thought. The quiet times were just as good.






She woke almost as soon as he left the room late that night, and she listened as he moved through the living room, turning on a light there, picking up his guitar, pouring a glass of whisky, and then going out to the patio. Ashera got up and trotted after him, uninterested in staying with Dawn. If she listened very closely, she could hear the music he played, but he stopped and started, for no reason she could hear, and sometimes he sat there, silently, without moving.




Finally, she got up, pulled on his discarded t-shirt, and went out to join him.




Whatever it was, it was worse than the previous nights. His eyes were red, and he’d already finished his drink and refilled it. He’d set his guitar aside, as if playing it didn’t help anymore.




“Dima?”




He looked up, and there was something in his expression that made her heart shrink away. 




“Hello, love,” he said.




He took her hand and held it to his face, breathing deeply. She’d come to learn the signs that he was a little tipsy. He grew quieter, his movements slowed down, and he took longer to respond. His speech, precise as ever, was slower as well.




Instead of sitting beside him, this time, she sat on the ground, just between his feet and put her arms on his knees.




“Whatever this is,” she said. “It’s really bothering you.”




After a moment, he nodded.




She put her head down on his knees as well, and he placed his hand on her hair, gently smoothing it back. It was, she decided, time to face up to her worst fear. However bad it was, she couldn’t watch him tear himself apart over it. So she looked up at him.




“I know that you love me,” she said. “And I know that we are best friends. Please don’t think I have ever doubted it.”




He managed a smile.




“But, Dima, if…if you don’t actually love me the way you want to,” she said, forcing herself to stay with her fears and set them in front of him, “if, if you realized that you don’t actually want to be with me, you need to tell me.”




His eyes went wide with shock, and her heart contracted painfully.




“Because I understand,” she explained. “I don’t want you to be trapped, okay? I don’t want you to be held by your promises when you’re unhappy. So if—”




“No!” Dima said, horrified. “No, Dawn, God, no!”




He bent over her, putting his hands on either side of her face and pressing his face to hers.




“I swear to you,” he whispered. “I love you. You are all that I want, and when I’m with you, I am so happy, I worry that I won’t be able to bear it. I love you, sweet Dawn. I want you. If I thought I could, I could ask to have you and keep you forever, and you wouldn’t run off in terror at the thought, I’d have asked already.”




She looked up at him, breathing again, painful gasps as she let go of the crippling fear she’d barely faced.




“I want you,” he repeated. “I need you. None of this would be worth it, if I didn’t know I get to be with you.”




She put her arms around his neck, and they kissed. He pulled her up onto the couch and into his lap, holding her against him the way he’d done when she’d been close to death in the Hague. 




“The first time I saw you,” he whispered to her, “I wanted you. I said nothing. I did nothing. Because I knew I couldn’t have you. You just…amazed me. Women either knew my position and fawned on me, or they didn’t and mostly ignored me. You…did neither. You were never intimidated by me. I can’t tell you how much that meant. And then, when you fought at my side at the monastery. God, I…that was when I knew I couldn’t pretend to tolerate my betrothal anymore. I had to be rid of Talia.”




“You never said anything,” she murmured, cupping his face and kissing him.




“How could I?” he asked. “I couldn’t offer you anything but an existence battling demons, real and metaphorical. My country is a snakepit. My home is in constant danger. I run the risk of being labeled a traitor, of losing my family, of dying in battle or by assassination—”




“Yeah,” she said with sympathy. “Have you met my family? My sister’s a vampire slayer. She’s died twice. My hometown used to sit on a Hellmouth. I had a Hell god out to bleed me dry for a quick ticket home. I actually get the sort of stuff you’re talking about.”




He laughed and it was also a sob. A tear ran down his cheek.




“Dima, please,” she begged. “Whatever it is, let me help. If I can’t help, I’ll find someone who can. I can’t just watch you when you’re in so much pain.”




“I don’t know how to talk about it,” he said.




He looked almost as young and just as vulnerable as the fourteen year old boy in the last picture taken while his parents were alive.




“Start at the beginning,” she suggested. “I’ll listen. I promise.”




He tried to smile and failed.




“You…may not want to be with me once I’ve told you,” he said, scared.




She knew he’d never believe her if she simply promised him.




“I will listen to you,” she said. “It’s hard to imagine anything that would make me not want to be with you, but if it comes to that, I’ll be honest with you. Okay? And I won’t walk away. I will always be your friend. I will always love you.”




After a moment, he nodded.




“I, uh…” he started. Then he stopped, sighed, and scrubbed at his face. 




“Just tell it like it’s a story,” she suggested. “Or however works for you. You don’t have to look at me.”




That helped. He took her hand and held onto it, but kept his face turned just a tiny bit away from her. She could see his profile as he stared out at the DC skyline.




“How old were you the first time you had sex?” he asked.




“Seventeen,” she responded. “I knew I wanted to take a lover, and I met Spencer Reid on the flight to London. We spent two weeks together. The second week I was sick, but the first week, he…he introduced me to sex, how it worked and everything. He was very sweet.”




“I was fourteen,” he admitted. “Barely.”




“Dima, that’s…really young,” she said.




“It wasn’t my choice,” he told her.




Her stomach clenched, but she squeezed his hand.




“Tell me,” she said.




He looked up, scanning the sky.




“It was five, maybe six weeks after my parents’ deaths,” he said. “Talia came to visit. Aunt Clarimonda explained that she wanted to meet her betrothed and get to know me. I had, uh, I had canceled my enrollment at Eton. I didn’t want to leave Gretel by herself. She still didn’t really understand they were dead. She kept asking me where mother and father were. So, I stayed and took classes at the public school and engaged a private tutor for the curriculum the school couldn’t provide.”




He paused for a moment and cleared his throat, still not looking at her, but his grip on her hand had tightened.




“Talia arrived, and she was…oh, God, she was so beautiful. You’ve seen her now, but believe me, she’s a dissipated hag compared to what she looked like when she was nineteen. Her eyes were like gems. Everything about her sparkled with vitality. She…she was…I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I think I fell in love with her the first five minutes I was in her presence.”




He paused again, and his mouth worked a little.




“I took her on a tour of Var Hentzau,” he explained. “I was so very proud of it. When I looked at it, I saw the centuries of family history, of all those who’d come before me, including my father. I swore every morning when I woke that I would make him proud. Looking back, I don’t suppose she was actually very interested in what I showed her. It’s a small property, very rural, and we don’t keep any of our collections there.”




For another long moment, he stared out at the dark sky. The light pollution below meant they only saw the moon and the brightest of stars and planets. For all that he stared at them, Dawn didn’t think he really saw them.




“She waited until we were alone in the stables,” he said. “I think perhaps the staff colluded to give us privacy. Perhaps they thought she would kiss me. I admit, I was hoping she would. I kept blushing and stammering and staring at her. But…”




He took a deep breath and his face fell. He looked down.




“It’s very foolish,” he admitted.




“Nothing’s foolish, Dima,” Dawn told him, keeping hold of his hand.




“She, ah, she did kiss me,” he said. “And it was just as wonderful as I thought. And I kissed her back, and it was even more wonderful. And then…”




He rubbed his thumb against his forehead, easing some tension. She waited.




“I didn’t understand what she was doing,” he continued. “I mean, I was aware that we were going too far, that it wasn’t proper. I tried to pull away, but she wouldn’t let me go. I couldn’t bring myself to push her away, and I couldn’t get her hands off me. We were in one of the unoccupied stalls. She pushed me down and climbed on top of me, and…”




He swallowed and cleared his throat. 




“You see, I knew what sex was,” he explained. “I had a fair idea of the mechanics so far as barnyard animals went, but…I was sheltered. Father and I had spoken on the matter several times, more about what was right, what kind of feelings to expect, how to control my urges, and so on. I didn’t understand what she was doing. It didn’t, it didn’t feel right. She…she thought it was funny when I begged her to stop and tried to tell her I didn’t want to, that it wasn’t right. She told me she wanted to be the one to break me in, that she would train me up to be a good husband.”




He was crying. She could see it in the dim light, and it broke her heart. 




“The first time, it was over so fast, I wasn’t even sure what had happened,” he admitted.




He wiped his eyes with his free hand, and she could hear his voice thicken with crying.




“But she kept me there for a second time,” he whispered. “And when she was done—when I was done, she let me go. I stumbled back to the house and ran to my room, took a shower, and tried to scrub it off my skin. I could barely look at her during dinner. Clarimonda thought I was being rude, and she was furious. I just…I didn’t even have the words to explain what had happened.”




“Oh, Dima,” Dawn whispered. 




She kissed his hand and held it in both her own hands against her chest.




“I thought I could just avoid her,” he said in a voice that was millimeters closer to normal. “I kept to my room that evening. I only went out to help Gretel get ready for bed. She was still so small, barely able to walk, still healing from her surgeries. Then I went to bed and closed my door. But…Talia came in late that night, after I’d fallen asleep. She was naked, she climbed into my bed, and she…made use of me.”




Dawn closed her eyes in pain. She tried to imagine what would have happened if someone had done to her at the age of fourteen what Talia had done to him. If Spike had so much as made a kissy face at her, Buffy would have torn off his arms and used them to stake him out under the rising sun. She shuddered to think what Willow or Xander would have done if, say, Warren had simply dragged her into an empty room and raped her, claiming he wanted to be the one to break her in. Only there’d been no one for Dima.




“I stayed away from her all the next day,” he continued. “And that night, I took my pillow and blanket and slept on the floor next to Gretel’s bed. Talia found me the next morning, at breakfast. She thought it was funny, and she told me that if I did it again, she’d fuck me wherever she found me, whether that was in my sister’s bedroom or my aunt’s.”




“Oh, Dima,” she sighed, broken hearted for him.




“The worst of it was,” he said, looking up again and swallowing, “that once the initial shock of it was over, once I understood better the mechanics of what was happening, it…it began to feel good. Talia really did mean that she wanted to train me up. She tutored me, insisted on showing me what pleased her, and demanded that I do so, and I…I did as I was told. I came to enjoy it.”




He closed his eyes and shook his head.




“Every morning, when I woke, I hated her,” he said. “I hated what we’d done. I hated how she’d made me feel. I stayed as far away from her as possible, but Clarimonda called me in and told me in no uncertain tones that I was a callous and selfish boy, that the Romanovs were the one thing protecting our family from the constant jockeying for position among Ruritania aristocracy, and I was offering dire insult to their daughter, my betrothed, by ignoring her while she visited. I tried to tell her that Talia had been improper towards me, that she’d been overly familiar, and Clarimonda explained that I need not have any fear that kissing or holding hands or even a little bit more were things to be ashamed of. As we were betrothed, we could be quite familiar with one another, and it was completely proper.”




“She didn’t ask just how familiar Talia had gotten?” Dawn asked.




He shook his head.




“It was an excruciating conversation anyways,” he told her. “I couldn’t even look at her, I was so embarrassed. I wanted to die, there, before I had to leave and play host to Talia.”




“Dima, I’m so sorry,” she whispered.




“I went to church for solace,” he continued. “Father Joachim had been a great comfort since my parents’ deaths. He always had the right thing to say. I asked him to grant me confession, and I told him what I’d done—”




She beat down the need to interrupt him and tell him he’d done nothing wrong. 




“—and he agreed that I had sinned. He told me that because women are often carried away by their emotions and prey to lust as great as that of any man’s, it was my responsibility to control what happened between us. He said that I must have done or said something to make her act out in such a way, that women were passive in matters of sex, and he wouldn’t believe me when I said that I hadn’t encouraged anything. And, of course, by then, I had been the one to, to initiate things when we were already in bed, so I couldn’t argue otherwise. He sent me out with strict instructions and a list of prayers long enough to keep me busy most of the rest of the day.”




He paused for a minute, resting, wiping his eyes with his free hand, and holding on to her hands for dear life.




“She left after a week, and life returned to normal,” he said. “I was terrified I’d gotten her pregnant. I couldn’t stop thinking about what we’d done, how I hated it, how I wanted it again. Six months later, she returned for another visit, and I was the one who got her alone. I was the one who pulled off her clothes. I was the one who…who demanded that we fuck. She loved it. She teased me and called me her stallion. A week later, she left, and all I could think about was how disappointed my father would be. He had told me that he didn’t expect me to wait until marriage, but he did expect me to love the woman I was with, and I didn’t love Talia. I hated her.”




He stared at his glass for a moment and then got up.




“Excuse me.”




Dawn waited while he went back inside, refilled his drink, and returned. He took a large swallow before setting the glass back down and let Dawn reclaim his hand, but he didn’t meet her eyes.




“I told a friend at school once,” he said. “I wanted him to say it was fine to hate her, that I could turn her away from my home, but he’d seen pictures of Talia, and he only babbled about how lucky I was, how he or any of the other boys would give their left nut to screw her. He had no patience for my claim that I wanted nothing to do with her. He pointed out that if this were true, I could just tell her no.”




“That’s not true,” Dawn said. 




“It wasn’t,” he agreed. “Every time she visited, Clarimonda would regale me with stories of the Romanovs, of how powerful they were, of how they shielded us from the Queen’s power, of how indebted we were. I kept Gretel as far away from her as possible. It was obvious that Talia was disgusted by her, and I hated her for that. I swear Gretel’s love was the only thing that made it possible for me to continue doing anything at all.”




“What about your migraines?” Dawn asked.




He swallowed and took a deep breath.




“I was sixteen the first time I had the misfortune of being struck down by a migraine while Talia was there,” he answered. “Oh, God, it hurt so much, and I was so sick, I thought I was going to die. I still don’t understand how my body managed to respond. It didn’t feel good. At all. When I came, the headache doubled in intensity, and she was barely out the door before I began vomiting. I did have to be hospitalized for that one. The only side benefit was that Talia hates hospitals and would never willingly visit me there.”




“What about Hobart?” Dawn asked.




“He joined me when I moved to Strelsau the summer I turned eighteen,” Dima told her. “All he knew was that we were betrothed, I hated her, but I tolerated her presence. And it wasn’t until I was in Strelsau and was obligated to take up my family’s position in the endless social functions that I really came to understand just how powerful her place in Strelsaun society was and what an advantage it was to be connected to her.”




He stopped. Not paused, but stopped, as if he were done talking on the subject, but Dawn had the feeling he wasn’t really done. 




“Why did you move to Strelsau?” Dawn asked. “I thought you went straight into military.”




It was a long moment before he answered.




“I had planned to enter college immediately,” he said, and his hand tightened on hers. “I had met with M. She was my tutor. I was properly terrified of her, but at the same time, I found that I both liked and trusted her. I shared with her my growing suspicions of my parents’ deaths, the nature of the royal court, and my unease with what I saw of my country compared to how my father had described it.”




“What happened?” Dawn asked. “Why didn’t you start school?”




She’d never seen him struggle so much to answer a question.




“My eighteenth birthday party,” he finally said. 




He’d mentioned that he hadn’t had a birthday party in years. He hadn’t cared for them, though he’d smiled happily when Dawn suggested throwing one for him this year.




“Dima, what happened?” she asked, dreading the answer.




He held still for a long moment, the only thing moving was a muscle in his jaw.




“Dima?” she asked.




“I don’t know,” he finally admitted. “And I probably never will.”




“What do you mean?” she asked.




“There is a gap in my memory of that night,” he said. “Talia threw the party at her home and invited her crowd of friends, as I didn’t have any to speak of. There were jokes in the days leading up to it, that I should take my vitamins and plan several days to recover. Her circle of friends was infamous for some of their more questionable habits of amusement. I do know Adolph von Holofernes was there, and so was Crown Prince Rudolf. They were both close friends of Talia’s.”




Certain knowledge, clues, and memories began falling into place. 




He hated Rudolf, and had nearly killed him after Sabrina had been roofied and Rudolf had tried to take advantage of it.




Dima had killed Adolph von Holofernes in a duel. It was ostensibly over Adolph insulting little Gretel, but even that could have been settled short of death.




He never left his drink unattended, and he’d drilled into her, Lee, Cole, and Sabrina to do the same.




Gehring always knew where he was. Always. 




Frey von Tarlenheim had mentioned there were stories from Talia’s circle of friends that would curl her hair. 




“Dima?” she asked.




He looked up at her, and his eyes were red and filled with despair.




“There are some pictures,” he told her. “I’ve seen a few and been threatened with the existence of others. They are quite graphic. From the few things Talia has admitted to me and I’ve been able to piece together from what others have said, I was quite…popular. She offered me to both female and male friends, and they made use of me.”




She thought her heart had ached before this.




“When I didn’t return at the agreed upon time the next day,” he continued, “Gehring came looking for me. Rudolf lied about where I was. Gehring had to come back. One of the Tarlenheim daughters apparently believed enough was enough and let him in. He recovered me and took me home.”




“Were you unconscious?” she asked.




“No,” he replied. “Though I don’t have any memory of that either. Hobart and I have known each other since we were infants. I’d spent every summer before that with him and his family in Saint Dreux. He said I was conscious, not exactly alert, and extremely biddable. Alarmingly biddable. And I didn’t respond to pain stimulus.”




He took another long drink.




“He took me home, cleaned me up—there was some blood—and put me to bed,” he continued. “When I woke, I had a two day long migraine and hangover, and no memory of what had happened. I killed Adolph the next week, and that at least served to shut up most of the gossips.”




She pressed her face to his hand, holding it as tightly as she wanted to hold him.




“I was making noises about finding a reason to challenge Rudolf,” he said. “Though the heir to the throne is under no obligation to answer to a challenge, and it’s considered in bad taste to offer one. M pulled me into her office and let me stand there while she stared at me. I think she knew what had happened, probably better than I did. She explained that while I was welcome to execute anyone I saw fit on my own time, as I was already accepted to the university, my time was no longer my own. It was her view that I needed a more direct occupation than mere studying, and if I was willing, she would see it applied to my military obligation. After a bit of negotiation, she sent me and Hobart off for basic training and then assignment to Riley Finn’s squad.




“Thank God,” Dawn breathed.




She owed M the biggest thank you of her life. 




“I spent three years with Riley Finn, Hobart at my side,” he said, his eyes fixed on some distant point, “killing monsters and learning to be human again. I really didn’t understand just how twisted some of my sensibilities had become because of my time with Talia, and what I did know, I didn’t handle very well. John Brant was a great friend, and he and Samantha Finn were able to civilize me with some effort. There was a significant period of time when I…was not a good person at all.”




She stroked his forearm, trying to soothe him. Trying to soothe herself. As she did so, her thumb ran over the scars left there by Dracula’s wives, and she exhaled, aware of another injury, possibly just as bad as the others.




“Dracula’s wives,” she said.




He stiffened and then forced himself to relax.




“They had me for hours,” he said. “It’s why I was so concerned for you, Sabrina, and Antonia. They…used me, played with me, the same way that Talia loved to do, and they fed off me. I know that it was the effects of their bites, the saliva and its narcotic qualities, but I thought I was in heaven, dying of ecstasy and glad of it. Then, they would release me from their control, and I would realize what was happening, but I was too weak to fight.”




He swallowed and cleared his throat.




“I was in fear for my immortal soul,” he whispered. “I thought I would be damned because of what they’d done to me.”




She held his hand and used her free hand to turn his face towards hers.




“Dima, I want you to listen to me,” she said. “Because what I tell you three times is true.”




It was an old Roma saying, from Jenny’s clan, and it was what Jenny had told her when she’d called, sobbing with guilt and hurt over what Dracula had done to her. Dima met her eyes. His were even redder than previously, and there were tears building. 




“What happened wasn’t your fault,” she told him. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I love you. What happened wasn’t your fault. You didn’t do anything wrong. I love you. What happened wasn’t your fault. You didn’t do anything wrong. I love you.”




He stared at her, tears spilling over, and then he shut them, and his shoulders shook with pain. He crumbled, sobbing, into her arms, and she wrapped her arms around him and held him as tightly as she could.




“It wasn’t your fault,” she repeated. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I love you.”




She kept repeating it as he sobbed, his face buried against her, his fingers digging into her waist. She rocked him and held him and rubbed his back, trying to soothe him as years of shame and pain poured out. Her leg went numb, and she ignored it. Her back ached, her eyes hurt, and she realized at one point that she was crying as well, crying for the sweet boy he’d been at fourteen, crying for Talia’s betrayal of him, crying for what he’d endured at the hands of Dracula’s wives.




She lost track of the time they spent. He stopped crying once for a few moments and then started again, and her chest ached with the pain of it. His tears slowed down a second time, and he managed to sit up, but he wouldn’t, or couldn’t, look at her.




“If you, if you need to leave,” he whispered, “I understand.”




“Dima, I’m not going anywhere,” she told him. “You can’t get rid of me.”




He looked up at her, finally meeting her eyes, surprised.




“I love you,” she reminded him. “Dima, you are one of the best human beings in several universes that I know, and I love you. I’m not going anywhere.”




“I don’t—” he started.




“Look,” she interrupted. “We will need to talk about this some more. Not about the specific events, but, for instance, the fact that I’m going to destroy the Romanovs, Talia first, and roast some marshmallows over their empire while it burns. What you need to understand, Dima, is that you’re mine. I love you. I’m taking you home to meet my family in another five weeks. I will be here for you, no matter what. So whatever you were thinking about me leaving, you need to drop that. It’s not going to happen.”




He was, for the first time since she’d met him, well and truly speechless.




“I love you,” she repeated, wiping the tears from his face. “What you told me, it hurts. It hurts so much that you went through that, but it doesn’t change what I think of you. It doesn’t change how much I love you.”




She kissed him, gently, and felt his hands tighten on her and his chest heave.




“Now, let me take you to bed,” she said. “It’s late. You need your sleep, and I want to hold you.”






She suggested that he cancel his five a.m. conference call, and to her surprise, he agreed and sent an email from his phone to his contacts. She brought him a cool, wet washcloth from the bathroom while Ashera rubbed up against him and purred, and after she’d washed his face and his hands, she turned off the lights, stripped, and pulled him into bed. 




He was happiest spooning her, his body curved around hers, her head supported on his arm while they entwined fingers. The cat settled in somewhere on the other side of him and purred loudly.




“I love you,” he whispered to her.




“I love you too,” she whispered back.




She lay there and listened to his breathing even out. Between the alcohol and the emotional exhaustion, he was asleep in mere moments. She held his upper arm against her chest and slowly caressed the back of his hand. 




First, she was going to destroy Talia Romanov and her family for what they’d done to Dima. She might kill her. She hadn’t decided yet. She could ask Guardian for help, and if that didn’t do it, well, there was always Lee, Sabrina, and Cole. She didn’t know what to do about Clarimonda. It was hard to imagine that strong, upright woman being so completely callous towards Dima, but then, she’d made her loyalty oath to the Queen after his parents died. 




What if the Queen had something to do with this? What if she’d engineered the abuse to keep Dima from growing up strong and healthy because she knew the Hentzaii were a threat to her? It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility, not when Rudolf had been involved. And, yes, she would bring him down as well. Let Antonia be the next queen when it was all settled.




She needed to talk to Jenny, Giles and to M, but she wasn’t sure if she wanted to flat out tell them what her goals were. Buffy would help, and if she would help, Jarod probably would. She thought maybe Willow would help. Maybe. She needed to start considering plans. This wasn’t something she’d accomplish in a week. This was long term.






“It’s her,” Dawn said, staring at the reconstruction.




Green eyes or brown eyes, it didn’t really matter. Angela’s reconstruction of FRU13 showed the same features as the pictures of Dima’s mother, Margrethe, gräfin von und zum Hentzau. Doctor Brennan had finished the osteological report, noting the cause of death as a single high caliber, high velocity round that had pierced the heart. She also wrote about the extent of the injuries to the metacarpals and phalanges—a series of breaks which had healed but been the basis of moderate to severe arthritis in later years. Another note was that several plastic surgery procedures had been performed on the facial bones. Not, Doctor Brennan had said, to correct any congenital malformation or even to enhance beauty. Instead, there were a series of small changes to chin, cheekbones, and the bridge of the nose which would have notably altered the subject’s profile and portrait. The surgery had been done to make her look different. 




Aside from the cause of death, all the other features—including a mandibular molar pulled free by force—had all happened in the same window of time, one to two years before Dmitri’s birth.




Dawn stared at the dental implant that had taken the place of the missing molar, and all she could think about—and it wasn’t easy, because her brain kept balking at going back to that moment—was seeing the teeth strung on a necklace around the Queen’s throat.




What had happened? Had Dmitri’s mother somehow run afoul of Sycorax? Had his parents been trying to find some way to fight her? If so, what had they been doing in the US, in DC? To the best of her knowledge, Sycorax remained stubbornly European.




“Are you okay?” Angela asked, resting a hand on her shoulder. “You look pretty awful.”




“There’s a lot going on,” Dawn admitted. “Dima’s got…it’s just a lot, and I know we need to bring him in and do a DNA test to confirm that it’s his mom, but…how do I do that? This whole time, he thought his mom was entombed in the family gravesite, next to his father. He brings her flowers every time he’s home. How do I take that away from him.”




“Brennan found out that her mother was dead the same way,” Angela told her. “We started working on a set of remains from Purgatory. It was the belt buckle she recognized, a dolphin. We went through the whole process, including the reconstruction, before she could admit that it was her mom. She hadn’t seen her since she was a little girl.”




“I have to tell him,” Dawn said numbly. “After everything he’s been through, I have to tell him. It’s not fair, Angela.”




“It never is, sweetie,” Angela consoled her. “It never is.”





Vengeance, Forgiveness, and Healing



If Dawn had thought that getting Dima to talk about his past demons and the scars they’d left would make it better, she’d been wildly, extravagantly, hysterically wrong. 




“I don’t want to talk about it,” he told her as he tossed dressing into the salad she’d made. “It’s over. It’s done. It’s in the past.”




She did everything she could not to argue with him, not to point out the logical fallacies in his thinking, not to force him to question his own thoughts about what he’d been through.




“Dima, all I’m saying is that maybe it would help to talk to someone about it,” she explained. “A professional with experience in helping people recover from trauma.”




“A professional?” he asked, rattling the plates as he set them down. “Do you mean like the counselor I saw when I was still in school, to whom I barely described what Talia had done to me, who told me that as a young man, I was lucky, being able to indulge myself whenever I chose? That kind of professional? Or the one Samantha Finn sent me to who then published a paper in a—thank God—obscure journal about my case with enough details about me that had anyone in Strelsau read it, they would have known it was me? That kind of professional?”




“No,” Dawn said, “because those two were actually dickheads who should have been put in jail for aggravated dickheadery. Dima, the US has made some progress in treating people who’ve suffered sexual assault and other violence. There is a code of ethics and a better understanding of what people who’ve been raped—”




“It wasn’t rape!” he insisted.




She shut up. She knew she shouldn’t have said it. Somewhere in Dima’s dictionary of personal experience, rape either only happened to women or did happen to men, but to admit to it was on the same level as saying he’d been castrated.




He stopped, and his shoulders slumped.




“I’m sorry,” he apologized. “My temper has been in tatters since that interview yesterday, and I have no right to take it out on you when you’re only trying to help.”




“I thought the interview went all right,” she said, reviewing what he’d said about it.




“So far as these things go, it apparently went quite well,” Dima said. “I’m angry because I was told the interviewer was a legitimate journalist who wanted to ask in-depth questions of the balance between free speech, the need to resist fascism, and the right to use violence in self-defense. What I got was an empty-headed tart who wanted to know if I wore boxers or briefs and what I thought about the new facial hair fad.”




“Those are both kind of in the lexicon of American politics now,” Dawn told him.




“Then they should burn that lexicon and start over,” he answered.




She served the chicken breasts and roasted vegetables while he poured the wine and handed out rolls.




“All I’m going to ask, Dima, is that you leave it open as a possibility,” she said, referring back to the idea of a therapist. “If it doesn’t stay in the past, then please let me find someone who can help you.”




Irritated, he glanced up at her.




“If I agree, will you stop bringing it up?” he asked.




“Absolutely,” she said.




“Then yes,” he agreed. “If it comes up—which it won’t—you may point me in the direction of some manner of professional help.”




“Thank you, Dima,” she said.




If he’d been any other man, even Giles, he probably would have grunted at her. Instead, he focused on cutting his chicken.




“You’re welcome.”




“Still going to kill Talia when I get my hands on her,” Dawn muttered to herself.




Dima put his silverware down.




“You will not,” he ordered. “I am free of her, and under no circumstances do I want you going near her.”




“Dima, she’s a child molesting, roofie dropping rape enabler, and she hurt the man I love,” she said. “You’re not the only person who gets to dish out a little vengeance on behalf of your loved ones.”




He swallowed what was in his mouth and stared at her.




“You never saw her while wearing the serum of True Sight,” he said. “I did. She has her own scars to deal with.”




“That’s not an excuse for what she did,” Dawn said. 




“I didn’t say it was,” he answered, “but you didn’t look at her and see a little five year old girl, violated by her own father, bleeding and crying. You didn’t see the…the holes carved into her by herself and others, that she was chumming the water with her own blood, while she was still in it.”




He stopped and mastered his emotions. 




“She is a broken person in every sense of the word,” Dima said in a much softer voice. “Leave her alone.”




Dawn looked down at her food and realized she’d lost her appetite.




“She’s not going to stop hurting people just because you left her, Dima,” she said.




“No, she isn’t,” he agreed, “but that is not reason enough to seek revenge on her. It’s reason to get her help.”




“What, like talking to a therapist?” Dawn asked.




He looked up at her and a tiny, amused smile appeared.




“Even so.”






Dima didn’t sleep well that night, and because he didn’t sleep well, neither did Dawn. After more than an hour of tossing and turning, he finally got up and went out to the patio. Dawn stayed in bed, curled up, and worried. Had getting him to talk about it done any good? Was she just pushing him closer to a nervous breakdown when they confirmed that it was his mother’s remains at the Jeffersonian?




She thought about Gordon Wyatt, who had given her an amazing amount of comfort in only a few sentences. Dima was supposed to start his cooking class with Gordon Sunday afternoon. It was a small class, only six people, but it didn’t seem likely that Dima would bare his soul in those circumstances.




She thought about the healing potion Jenny had given her, tucked into her bag of holding. It was supposed to work on physical injuries, but one of the things Dawn had come to understand was that the mental injuries caused by trauma were just as potent and just as based in biology as the physical injuries. She thought about it and then put it aside. Dima had his scars, but he was still in one piece. She just…she needed to find a way to help him. 




She fell asleep worrying over the problem and woke when he returned. She could smell whisky on his breath as he slid in beside her, naked and already aroused. She turned to him, sleepy and warm, and surrendered to his cool skin as he moved over her, kissing her, savoring her. He spread her legs and went down on her, penetrating her with his fingers, bringing her close to climax as she arched and pushed against the bed with her feet.




They were in the process of amassing a collection of what Dawn had heard referred to as ‘marital aids’. Dima dipped into the jar of thick lube and used it to play with her, slowly and gently pushing his thumb into her tight, puckered ass while he ate her out. She came, biting her fist to keep from screaming, and when he was ready, he kept her on her side, pulling her top leg up over his arm while he bisected her. He kept his thumb inside her while he thrust, and she opened her eyes at one point and looked up to see him watching her, breathless with the thrill of dominating her. She gave herself up to him and was rewarded when he laid down on her, letting her wrap arms and legs around him as he thrust hard until he shook and gasped, coming into her.




She held him, drifting slowly back to sleep, until he got up and came back a few moments later with a washcloth to clean up and a towel to put down over the wet spot. She fell asleep on her side, facing him while he lay on his back, and they held hands until the alarm went off.






“Hello, Dawn,” Guardian said in its modulated voice, changing tenor and timbre every few minutes. “It’s very good to hear from you. How are you?”




“Well, I’m in love,” she told her step- or half- or foster sibling, the child of Jenny’s prowess as a techno pagan. 




“From the GPS on your phone, the time of day, and your recent change in schedule and living quarters, am I correct in assuming that you’ve fallen in love with your friend, Dmitri?” it asked.




She smiled, knowing it could see her by the laptop camera even as it broadcast a video of itself as a constantly changing human being, switching genders, ages, races, as easily as it changed its voice.




“Yes, it is,” she answered.




“Are you happy?” it asked.




“Yes,” she told it. “I’m also worried and scared and all sorts of things.”




“Is there anything I can do to help?” it asked.




“Actually, yes,” she said. 




She gave Guardian a rundown of the history between Dima’s family and the Romanovs and the current situation. She didn’t go into detail of what had happened between Dima and Talia but said only that Talia had abused Dima’s trust in her and hurt him badly.




“I am learning to, as Jenny calls it, read between the lines,” Guardian told her. “Should I assume that there was a facet of sexual exploitation to their relationship, especially considering the disparity in their ages and the anger I perceive in your voice?”




So much for her attempt at discretion.




“Yes, but please understand that I can’t go into detail regarding it,” she explained.




There was a pause.




“I have located multiple copies of over fifty different photographs from six years previously which appear to show Dmitri in an intoxicated state in a variety of what would be considered compromising positions,” it told her. “Would you like me to treat them in the same manner I treated the photographs of you after the incident with Leroy Brown?”




Something in her heart turned hard as flint.




“Yes,” she said, “and get me a list of all the people in the pictures who were participating and what they were doing. We’ll talk about that at a later date.”




“Certainly.”




“And Guardian?” she asked.




“Yes.”




“Brick every single fucking device that’s ever touched one of those pictures. No warning.”




There was another pause.




“Done.”




“Thank you.”




“Dawn, you were content to give people looking at the pictures of you two chances before their devices were rendered unusable,” Guardian said. “Is there a reason you’re unwilling to grant the same opportunity to these individuals?”




“When I was with Lee,” she explained, “I was there by choice. The only mistake he made was taking the pictures without my permission. He didn’t share the pictures. That was his mom. Dima wasn’t there by choice. The pictures were taken and distributed without his consent, and apparently there have been at least a couple of blackmail threats. I don’t want there to be any confusion. Can you compile a list of the people who had possession of the files?”




“Of course,” it replied. “It’s now in your inbox.”




“Now, let’s talk about the Romanovs,” she said.




Tsar Nicholas had been busy. In the past two months, he’d taken steps to gain control—not of Dima’s companies, because Dima’s family had locked down ownership of those long ago—but of the suppliers, distributors, and other related companies as well as the companies of his investors. Given another two or three months, Nicholas could have begun putting huge amounts of pressure on the Hentzau estate. Guardian explained in detail both the current and projected consequences for the Hentzau’s holdings. 




He could have bankrupted Dima and in doing so, ruined the lives of several tens of thousands of employees, related businesses, and possibly the economies of both Hentzau and Saint Dreux. It had taken her several minutes of working through the details with Guardian before she could see the big picture. 




“What do you think?” she asked the genius loci of the Internet.




“I believe the actions of Tsar Nicholas and his family pose a clear and immediate danger to a multitude of people, many of whom have never had any dealing with him,” Guardian said. “As such, I am obliged to protect them from his machinations. The Romanovs currently possess eight point six seven percent of the current global wealth in existence. The inequity inherent in their disproportionate wealth has a profoundly negative effect on hundreds of millions of people.”




“What about Natalia?” she asked. “Is she involved in this?”




“Most of her holdings are separate from her family and based on fashion, makeup, and perfume,” Guardian told her. “While there are certainly some ethical questions regarding workers’ rights and use of profits, there is a logarithmic degree of difference in culpability.”




“Okay, so, can you protect Dima, his holdings, and his associates while dismantling the Romanovs’, not including Talia’s separate holdings?” she asked.




“I have already begun to do so,” Guardian answered. “Do you want me to assign the assets to you?”




“Oh, no,” Dawn said, shaking her head. “Can you assign the assets to…”




“To the workers?” Guardian asked, a strong note of humor in its voice. “There is a great deal of speculation as to what would happen if the workers are given a share of ownership in the means of production. Some believe it would speed the creation of a truly classless society, others believe it creates a temporary petite bourgeoisie which will be subsumed by a competing bourgeoisie, while—”




“Whoa!” Dawn held up her hands. “Skip the basics on Marxism, please. I had to listen to Lee and Dima go at it hammer and sickle way too many times. Just stick to your regular enlightened utilitarianism, okay? Also, nobody dies.”




“I cannot promise that, Dawn,” Guardian said in a very sober voice.




“What?”




“When working on matters of this scale,” it explained, “injury and death of individuals connected to the matter at hand are, to the best of my ability, inevitable. You’ve asked me to make drastic changes to the ownership of nearly three hundred billion dollars in wealth. I can compute that of the directed human actions necessary—from courier runs to audits to notifying law enforcement of criminal activities to moving freight—there will be a minimum of five deaths over the next year.”




“What would happen if I told you to drop it?” Dawn asked.




“I predict a minimum of one hundred sixty two deaths,” Guardian said. “But these deaths are attributable to the Romanovs’ business, international, recreational, religious, and criminal practices and would not be caused by either of our actions. And it would almost certainly be completely different individuals.”




“But that’s more than a hundred fifty more deaths!” Dawn cried.




“One hundred and fifty-seven, yes,” Guardian agreed. “But those deaths would not be our fault. If I begin this process, the predicted five deaths would be, in as much as they would not have occurred without our interference.”




“What kind of causes?” Dawn asked.




“Accident, heart attack, suicide, and capital murder in the course of law enforcement activity,” it told her.




“Can you do anything to minimize the chances?” Dawn asked.




“Of course, but the numbers were computed with those efforts in mind,” it answered.




“Um, so…” She looked around, at a loss. 




One hundred sixty-two people versus five people. It seemed like a no brainer, but being given responsibility for it made it much, much more real.




“Okay, here’s what you’re going to do,” she said. “You’re going to work to minimize deaths. You’re going to set aside some of the wealth you knock out of the Romanovs’ hands to take care of anyone injured by what we’re doing and anyone who loses somebody, okay? And you’re going to contact M and run this by her. You’re going to listen to what she has to say and give it a lot of weight.”




“M?” Guardian asked. “Are you speaking of the current head of the Queen Flavia University matriculation board, previously head of the British 00 section, whose name at birth was registered as Emily Moriarty?”




“Yes, that’s—Moriarty?!”




“Yes.” Guardian sounded curious about the change in her voice. “While the evidence is sparse and not at all conclusive, I have created a working theory that the Moriarty family is responsible for the creation of the Commonwealth of Nations, Great Britain’s continued presence as a world power, and has defused several incidents which might have provoked a nuclear exchange. From communications between her and several people among her extended family, it appears M is considered a highly qualified individual who has chosen a calmer and quieter life in exchange for constant guarding of the Strelsaun Hellmouth.”




“I…I…I just…does Giles know?” she finally asked.




“Yes. I informed Jenny of my suspicions. She informed Giles. We discussed the details, and he helped me refine my theories as well as uncover more evidence.”




“Fine!” she nearly yelled. “Yes, check with M. Tell her what you’ve told me. Listen to her advice and adjust your plans accordingly.”




Somewhere in the index of her life, she needed to put another page number under “Worms, can of, opened. See also, Oh, shit, what have I done?”. 




By the time she wished Guardian goodbye and closed her laptop, Dima was almost finished with his five a.m. business call. Her head hurt, and as far as she could tell, the day was only going to get worse from there.






“Apparently, half the staff’s cellphones have died,” Dima said. “No one knows why. The embassy is in quite a state over it, and the landlines will be overwhelmed until they acquire new phones for those affected.”




Half the staff. Dawn sighed. She thought about asking Dima for a list of the people affected and decided against it. Guardian could put it together for her.




“Did you leave a message for Secundus?” she asked. “This is going to take all morning, and you may want to take the rest of the day off.”




He gave her a concerned look.




“I did,” he said. “I thought you said this was concerning the remains of a Ruritanian expat.”




“It does,” she said. “There’s…there’s a lot of context.”




They held hands in the elevator from the employee parking garage levels up to the main level of the Jeffersonian. Dawn had already talked him into bringing her before the museum opened as Doctor Brennan, Angela, and Hodgins had all promised to be there. It guaranteed a little more privacy for Dima and extra time to deal with however he responded. She realized she didn’t have any idea what he would do.




It was her turn to be surprised when she brought him into Doctor Brennan’s lab, and not only were Brennan, Angela, and Hodgins there, but so was Agent Booth. Agent Booth had another man with him, one Dawn recognized from the Christmas party.




“Doctor Mallard!” she said, startled.




“Miss Summers, how delightful to see you,” Doctor Mallard said, extending his hand to her. “I do wish the circumstances were happier.”




Dima gave her a curious look, and she recovered her manners.




“Dima, may I introduce Doctor Donald Mallard?” she asked. “Doctor Mallard is a coroner with the Naval Criminal Investigative Services. He participated in an operation with Buffy and Jarod and the members of the Jeffersonian forensic anthropology team last fall. Doctor Mallard, this is Rupert Alexander Wilhelm Dmitri, graf von und zum Hentzau of Ruritania.”




“Doctor,” Dima greeted him. “It’s very good to meet you.”




“My dear graf,” Doctor Mallard answered, “I cannot tell you how glad I am to finally meet you. I knew your parents, you see, and I’ve been trying to contact you for some time now.”




“You knew my—” 




Dima stopped and looked over at Dawn, who gave him a confused shrug. No one had said anything about bringing Booth in on this, let alone the NCIS chief coroner.




Before Dawn could say anything, Doctor Brennan spoke up.




“There is a great deal of material to cover, Dmitri,” she said. “And we will need to perform a DNA analysis to confirm the results, so we should begin.”




“Ah, yes, of course,” Dima answered, still baffled.




They gathered around the table where the bones had been laid out in a semi-articulated pattern. Dima’s eyes scanned them, but from the tension in his arm, he didn’t find any answers there. Dawn knew the feeling. Even now, there were only a few bits of knowledge she could pick out by a quick look—female, between forty and fifty years old, that she’d been shot, and she’d suffered arthritis. 




“You’re familiar with the fact that there was one individual from Ruritania whose remains were held by the Jeffersonian?” Brennan asked. 




“Yes,” Dima answered. “I mentioned it to Secundus. He said he was unfamiliar with any remains here in the United States that might require repatriation. I promised to update him when Dawn had more news.”




“You probably won’t want to do that,” Dawn warned him. “At least not for a while.”




Confusion became concern, and he listened closely as Doctor Brennan began to review the facts of the case. She was only a few sentences into her description when Dima raised his hand to stop her.




“I’m sorry,” Dima said, “but all of these ‘markers’ you refer to, they sound a great deal like my mother.”




“Yes, they do,” Brennan agreed. “That is because we believe these remains are those of your mother.”




He didn’t laugh. 




“That is not possible,” he answered in a surprisingly calm voice. “My parents’ remains were returned to the family at Var Hentzau for inhumation in a tomb at our family graveyard.”




He sounded calm, but Dawn felt his hand tighten on hers. She squeezed back to let him know she was there.




“Did you confirm the remains were those of your parents?” Doctor Brennan asked.




“What? No!” Dima answered. “They were in an automobile accident. The injuries were comprehensive, and it was close to a month before their remains were delivered to us, a month in the middle of summer, and we have never made a habit of embalming our dead. Looking upon them in that state would have been a nightmare.”




“Dima,” Booth said, both hands on his hips and a demeanor of someone who has been tasked with delivering the worst of news, “your parents weren’t killed in a car crash. They were murdered, assassinated by the second DC sniper, and that’s just the start of the weird stuff.”




“What—what are—” Dima started.




“I’m sorry,” Doctor Mallard said, interrupting, “but I really must speak on this matter. Your Highness, I was there. They’d been in the country for only a week. Your father asked if I would meet with them. He knew their lives were in danger, you see. He and your mother asked me to step in if they were killed, to protect you from the knowledge of the manner of their deaths.”




“Why?” Dima asked in an agonized voice.




“Because of the woman who claimed the throne of Ruritania,” Doctor Mallard responded. “Your parents believed this woman was a witch who had usurped your mother’s place. With the death of Crown Prince Frederick and then King Thomas, she had recently been crowned queen. They believed if you knew the truth of their fates, you would immediately seek revenge against her, even as a boy with no allies. They hoped to deceive the queen into believing that you were not a threat and give you enough time to reach manhood before you assumed their battle.”




“No, I—” Dima started. “That can’t—”




Dawn felt him waver and then lean against her, and when she looked up, she saw his face had gone white, and he’d broken into a cold sweat.




“Chair!” she yelled. “Need a chair!”




Booth and Hodgins got a chair pulled over to Dima, and he collapsed into it. Dawn had him put his head between his knees and focus on his breathing for several minutes.




“Do the stories from Ruritania ever get less awesome?” Hodgins asked. “Identical fifth cousins and now a stolen throne?”




“Jack, not the time,” Angela warned him.




After a few moments and a cup of cold water that Angela brought him, Dima was able to sit up and participate.




“You knew?” he asked Dawn.




“I suspected,” she said, “about the remains. There were too many commonalities. I asked Angela, Doctor Brennan, and Hodgins to help me. We had enough confirmation yesterday to bring you in. I had no idea about what Doctor Mallard said. Dima, I swear, I didn’t.”




“And I can confirm that,” Doctor Mallard said. “Agent Booth sought me out two days ago, when an examination of the storage box I’d placed your mother’s remains in provided the fingerprints I’d left on the inside.”




Dima closed his eyes for a long moment, and when he opened them, he looked up over at Doctor Brennan.




“What proof can you give me?” he asked.




Doctor Mallard didn’t take offense. He merely stepped back and waited.




“Miss Summers was able to provide a description of the jewelry your mother wore,” Doctor Brennan said. “And that description matches a bracelet included with the remains. Angela has prepared a facial reconstruction which matches your mother’s appearance from a picture taken shortly before her death. We were able to do a DNA analysis, and if you will submit a sample of your own DNA, we can run a comparison and determine conclusively if the individual was your mother.”




“Yes, of course,” Dima said.




They all waited while Hodgins took a swab of the inside of his cheek.




“With nice fresh DNA like this, the test will only take an hour or so,” he said. “I’ll get right on it.”




Dima came over to the head of the table and considered the bones. He held his hand over the metacarpals and phalanges with their distinctive marks of old breaks, remodeling, and arthritis.




“She always had trouble with her hands,” he murmured, his hand shaking a little. “They always hurt.”




“The breaks were deliberately inflicted and must have been extremely painful,” Doctor Brennan supplied.




“Dima,” Angela said, holding out a large tablet, “this is the reconstruction I did based on the facial bones.”




Dima took it and looked it over, standing very still. His expression was almost vacant.




“Her eyes were green,” he said. “Like new willow leaves. My father often commented on them.”




“Her DNA says that she had brown eyes,” Angela said, “but she may have been wearing contacts.”




Dima shook his head.




“Not that I was ever aware of,” he said.




“I…may be able to shed some light on that,” Doctor Mallard said. “Once we can confirm, of course.”




“Of course,” Dima answered softly.




“Dima,” Dawn said. “This is the bracelet you mentioned when I asked about your mother’s jewelry. It was included in the belongings that were with the remains when they were brought here.”




She held out her hand, the bracelet coiled in the center of her palm, and saw Dima’s expression flinch. He took it and held it in both hands, the tiny egg charms hanging pendant.




“It was a gift from my father after Gretel was born,” he said. “The doctors told her she could not chance another pregnancy. There is one for me, one for Gretel, one for our brother, Thomas Frederick, who was stillborn when I was five years old, and three for the miscarriages she suffered before she was far enough along to know if they were boys or girls.”




“I’m so sorry,” Dawn whispered to him. 




“I don’t know what this last egg is for,” he said, numbly. “It wasn’t on her bracelet the last time I saw her.”




“There was this earring and the necklace,” Dawn added, holding out the gold, emerald, and diamond pieces.




He took it.




“Yes, I remember these,” he said. “They were her favorites.”




“The thing is,” Dawn said, reaching into her purse, “His Majesty brought me these over the last couple of weeks.”




She brought out six items. An emerald and diamond earring matching the one found with Dima’s mother, a centimeter square glass tile covered in flaking gold leaf, a very small key, a lens made to be screwed onto the end of some other round device, a paper ring with the name Ostia Cafe and a pattern of crabs printed on it, and a beaded strap several inches long.




“This came from the mosaic at the entrance to the park where Alexi and Greta were killed,” Doctor Mallard said, pointing to the tile. “I’m sure of it. And the cafe where we met was the Ostia cafe. But it’s in Annapolis, miles away.”




“How far away?” Dima asked, his voice faint.




“Oh, thirty miles or so,” Doctor Mallard answered. “As the crow— er, in a straight line, as it were.”




“The earring matches the other,” Angela said. “And the bead work looks like Native American artistry. You should check with the Americana department, see if they can’t identify it.”




“Let me see that,” Booth said, leaning in.




Dawn held her hand up and allowed him to take the lens.




“Do you have any idea where he found this?” he asked, holding it with a latex glove.




“No,” Dawn said. “He traded it for three shrimp.”




“It’s a scope lens,” Booth said, “the kind snipers use.”




“Please excuse the prying,” Doctor Mallard said, “but who are you referring to when you say you traded him for it?”




“His Majesty,” Dawn said. “He’s a crow, a really big one.”




“Does he have a white feather on his breast?” Mallard asked.




Dawn blinked in surprise. “He does. How did you know?”




“My dear, he was present when Alexi and Greta were killed,” Doctor Mallard.




“The Crow King,” Dmitri said softly. “You’re sure my father is dead?”




“Yes, Your Highness,” Doctor Mallard said very gently. “I saw his body moments after he was shot. I even performed the autopsy, as I did on your mother.”




“Guys, let’s give him some time,” Booth said, ushering everyone but Dawn out.




Dawn stayed with him at the head of the table as he gazed down on his mother’s bones.




“Is it…is it all right to touch?” he asked.




“Of course,” Dawn said. 




He drew his fingertips across the facial bones of the skull. It wasn’t hard to imagine how he must have seen his mother’s features there.




“I thought I had forgotten,” he said softly. “But, the clothes she wore, they still smell like her perfume. They still smell like her. ”




“I know,” Dawn said. “Neither Buffy or I could bring ourselves to do Mom’s laundry after she died. We couldn’t even fold the clean clothes. I think Willow finally did.”




“I miss her,” he whispered. “So much.”




Tears dripped down his face and fell on the glass surface of the table. 




“I know,” Dawn told him. “I wish I could have known her.”




“She would have loved you,” he said, looking over at her. “She loved art. She spoke six languages. She would have loved you and Sabrina and Lee and Cole. I brought a friend home from Eton once, and he didn’t want to leave.”




He fell silent, his fingers resting against the forehead and cheekbones of the skull before him. When he looked up at her again, his eyes were red.




“I didn’t lose my parents, Dawn,” he said. “They were taken from me.”




“I know,” she agreed.




“Did you hear what Doctor Mallard said?” he asked.




“What?”




“He said that the woman they feared usurped my mother’s place and was then crowned queen,” he repeated. “He was talking about Sycorax. Do you understand what that means?”




“Wait,” Dawn said, trying to piece it together.




“My father dated Princess Antonia while she attended Georgetown University,” he explained. “And then one day, she left him. She told everyone that he’d cheated on her with her best friend. She dropped out of school and returned to Strelsau and turned every single one of their friends against him. There are people in Strelsau who won’t speak to me or do business with my family because of my father’s betrayal.”




“But…we know Sycorax steals bodies,” Dawn said. “She stole the princess’s body.”




“My mother was the princess,” Dmitri said. “Antonia Charlotte Margrethe Flavia, called Greta by her family and friends. She and my father knew one another from childhood, and he began courting her when he was appointed to the embassy and she attended university. Somehow…somehow, Sycorax stole her body, and yet, she survived.”




“Your father must have known,” Dawn said. “He must have figured out what happened.”




“She named my stillborn brother after her father, the king, and her brother, the crown prince,” Dima whispered. “Thomas Frederick.”




“Dima,” Dawn said, her brow furrowed. “Does…does this mean that you’re the crown prince, not Rudolf? You are heir of the woman who was supposed to be the Queen of Ruritania. No, wait, she died, so doesn’t that would mean that you’re the king, and—”




“No!” Dima said, horrified. “God, no. I want nothing of that. I am Hentzau.”




“Dima, if you go up against Sycorax, and you tell people what she’s done, that she’s not really the queen, that your mother should have been the queen, that makes you her heir,” Dawn pointed out. “There are going to be people who want it that way.”




“Well, they can go to hell,” Dima answered, appalled. “I want no such thing. Give it Antonia. God, give it to Rudolf if he can be reformed, but not me.”




“Okay, okay,” Dawn said, soothing him. “But we’ve got to tell M. She has to know if she’s going to help.”




He scrubbed his face. 




“Yes,” he agreed. “Oh, god, my poor mother. What she must have endured. I knew…I knew she had dark times. I had no idea the reason behind them.”




He stared at his mother’s bones for a long moment and then looked back up at her.




“I haven’t the slightest idea what I should do,” he admitted.




She stepped into his arms and hugged him.




“I’m here,” she told him. “And I’m staying here. We’ll figure it out together. I love you, Dima.”






She woke just before he did, roused by his movements and muffled voice.




“Nein! Nein!” he cried, pushing against some invisible foe. “Lass mich gehen! Halt! Bitte, halt!”




Let me go. Stop. Please, stop.




“Dima, wake up,” she said, shaking his shoulder. “Wach auf, Dima!”




He woke with a jerk, coming halfway into a sitting position, breathing hard.




“Jesus Christus,” he swore, gasping. 




He pulled his arm away from her and sat up all the way, turning and putting his feet on the floor. He kept his head in his hand, breathing hard.




She touched his back, trying to comfort him, but he twisted away.




“Ich kann nicht,” he said. “Bitte, nichts.”




I can’t. Please don’t.




“It’s okay,” she told him. “Nightmare? Alptraum?”




He nodded. After a moment, he raised his head.




“Miranda,” he said.




Oh.




She hadn’t been there when Ariel had given him the vision of his early ancestor, Dragomir, and his beloved wife, Miranda. Miranda, the daughter of Prospero, the victim of Sycorax. Lee, Sabrina, and Cole had seen much of the same vision, seen it as if they’d stood in the same room and watched the scenes like a play unfolding. Dima had seen it through Dragomir’s eyes, including when his feckless father-in-law had ordered Sycorax burned at the stake, not understanding until it was too late that Sycorax had stolen Miranda’s body and left Miranda in her own. Dragomir had watched the woman he’d loved burn to death and been powerless to stop it.




“I’m sorry,” she whispered, wanting to touch him but refraining.




“I need a drink,” he said, getting up. “Go back to sleep. I won’t be long.”




He didn’t look at her as he walked out.




Sad and worried, she checked the time. It was just before three a.m. on Saturday morning, which meant in a little over an hour, Dima would be getting up for his morning teleconference, and the day would start up all over again. She didn’t want it to.




He said he was fine. He said he was just processing. He said he had a lot to think about. The DNA test had conclusively proven that the remains were his mother’s. Doctor Mallard had started talking a mile a minute, desperate to tell Dima about his parents, and one look at Dima’s face had told her that he hadn’t heard a syllable of it. She’d gotten the doctor’s contact information and promised she’d call him that weekend. She’d begged Angela and Doctor Brennan to take care of FRU13, now identified as Margaret Wainscot, American citizen who’d married the count of Hentzau twenty-six years previously.




She’d taken Dima to the zoo, and when he’d only stared at the exhibits without reaction and answered her questions with one syllable each, she’d taken him instead to the Washington National Cathedral. Not Catholic, but close enough. In the crypt, in the Good Shepherd Chapel, he’d sat for nearly an hour, telling full rosaries of prayers one after the other as he’d grappled with the events of the day. When he’d found his equilibrium, he’d come out, kissed her on the temple, and asked to go home.




He’d sat with her to watch a movie and cuddled with her. They’d ordered pizza and teased Ashera with a laser pointer and gone to bed early. They’d kissed, but he hadn’t shown any interest in making love, and she hadn’t pushed it. He’d lain on his back, entwining fingers with her, and turning over to face her before he fell asleep, but not reaching out beyond that.




So she waited. She curled up on her side, the sheet tucked around her and the blanket somewhere around her feet. Ashera woke, let Dawn give her a few scritches, and then jumped down and trotted off to find Dima. She drifted back to sleep, wondering what she was doing wrong.




And she woke to Dima’s hot mouth on her throat, his hands pulling the sheet away, his body bent over her. With a sighing stretch, she turned toward him, and he kissed her deeply, his tongue probing and touching. She gave herself up to him, loving the way he cupped her breasts and then moved down her body to lick and suck her nipples. His hands slid around to her back as she arched and held her.




“All of you,” she whispered as he started to move further down her body. 




He came back up along the length of her body, his hands pausing to spread her legs apart. He was naked, having pulled his clothes off before coming back to bed, and his erection stood out, full, hard, and moving just a bit with his pulse. He laid down on her, kissing her, taking her hands in his, and he moved his hips, lining up. Then he pressed in with his weight, and his cock pushed in, spreading her flesh around him. With a few more strokes, he was deep in her, pressing her, and she sighed a sweet, broken cry as he kissed her.




“I love you, Dawn,” he whispered, moving as deep into her as he could.




“Yes,” she whispered back. “Dima. Oh, yes. I love you so much.”




He pulled her close, keeping his weight on his knees so she was tucked up against him, and he hunched over her, using his hands to hold her in place as he thrust. He groaned, and she cried out. His stubble rubbed against her cheek and neck.




“Dawn,” he whispered. “Oh, god, sweet Dawn, I need to fuck you.”




Which meant, she knew, that he wanted get a little rougher than usual. He wanted control. She gave it to him, turning over so he could take her from behind. He took her by the hips and thrust hard, over and over, until she squirmed under him. Her cries grew louder.




“Take it,” he said. 




“Yes,” she cried. “Please!”




He groaned and brought his weight down on her. He pulled her against him, fucking her, digging as deeply into her as he could. She started coming, and he covered her mouth so tightly she had to breathe through her nose. She could scream as loud as she wanted, and she loved it. He whispered in her ear the whole time, telling her how much he loved fucking her, how he would fuck her forever, slipping into German, and she screamed as each wave of ecstasy shook her.




When that climax was over, he turned her back over, pinned her down, and moved, thrusting hard and fast as he held his weight over her. She couldn’t move. She could barely squirm. But he kept no weight on her and fucked her over and over as he grazed her lips with his own.




“Beg me,” he whispered.




“Please,” she begged. “Dima, please. I need it. I need you. Don’t stop.”




“Don’t stop what?” he asked, using the tip of his tongue to tease her lips.




“Don’t stop fucking me,” she pled.




He brought her to climax again, and she drew blood, digging her nails into his arm. He hissed, in pleasure or in pain, she didn’t know, but suddenly he was coming as well, and he lost his grip on her, gasping, shivering, and choking as he unraveled. He collapsed onto her, dripping sweat and breathing hard in her ear. Her muscles went slack, and sleep climbed over her, covering her like warm sand, pressing her down with the weight of his body.




She felt him kiss her and pull the covers over her, and she fell asleep, waiting for him to come back with a washcloth and words of love.




When she woke, she was still alone, steam and the smell of his shampoo escaped from the bathroom. The water wasn’t running. Confused, she got up and looked around. Dima wasn’t in the bedroom. She couldn’t see him in the bathroom, and when she got up and checked, he wasn’t in the closet either. Baffled, she looked around for his shirt from the previous night to pull on and noticed that he’d picked up all his dirty clothes and put them in the hamper. He only did that on his way out of the bedroom to his teleconference. By the clock, it was still five minutes before the call.




She found her nightgown, pulled it on, and left the bedroom to find him. He was in the office with the lights on and his computer booted up, waiting for the printer to finish a multi-page document. Bafflement turned to hurt.




“Dima?”




“Yes,” he answered, picking up several files and putting them in order.




He wore his accustomed three piece suit. His hair was still damp, and he was a little flushed from his shower.




“Why…why didn’t you come back to bed?” she asked.




“I’m sorry, Dawn,” he apologized without looking up. “When I checked the time, I had to get ready for the call.”




The hurt blossomed.




“But, you always come back,” she said. “You come back, and you clean me, and we stay together for a little while before you get ready. That’s what you do.”




He looked up, and she saw a note of irritation in his expression.




“I didn’t have time this morning, Dawn,” he said. “It’s a very important call.”




“No,” Dawn said. “No. You skipped your shower Tuesday for that call. If you really needed the time, you could have skipped it again. What is this?”




She could feel her throat start to clench, and she swallowed to ease it. 




“Dawn, I have five people to talk to in three minutes, and I need to get ready,” he said. “Can’t this wait?”




“No, it can’t!” she insisted. “What’s going on, Dima? You can come in and fuck me, but it’s too much of a bother to cuddle afterwards? What?”




She heard the rising notes of hurt and anger in her voice and hated it, but she couldn’t get them under control. 




“Dawn, please,” he said, picking up a second stack of folders. “I need to focus on this meeting.”




She felt tears spill over her lashes and hated it, hated that she was suddenly all hysterical hurt when whatever it was clearly didn’t bother him.




“What is going on?” she asked. 




“Nothing,” he sighed. 




“It’s not!” Dawn nearly shouted. “And I don’t know what to do, Dima. I’ll stay with you, or I’ll give you room, or I’ll talk it through with you. But you have to give me something. You don’t get to just walk in, fuck me, and then leave. Do you have any idea what that feels like?”




“No,” Dima snapped. “Maybe I should ask Lee.”




For a second, it didn’t even hurt. She stopped breathing, and if someone had told her that her heart had stopped beating, she would have believed it. Maybe it was because she made no sound at all, just held perfectly still for long enough for him to notice, but he looked up and saw her expression, just as the pain finally registered.




“Dawn, wait!”




She was already running back to the bedroom, sobbing, and he ran after her.




“Dawn, I’m sorry!” he called. 




He caught up with her just as she passed the doorway into the bedroom and reached out for her arm. She pivoted and threw the hardest punch of her life. He managed to turn and roll with it, so instead of taking it full on the cheek, her fist grazed his cheekbone, eyebrow, and nose. He staggered back and raised a hand to protect his eye.




“Dawn—”




“No!” she screamed at him. “No!”




She slapped at him, threw punches, and shoved him back, anything to get a little distance from him. He stayed at the doorway, and she backed up against the bed, cornered, bent over in agony.




“Why?!” she screamed. 




“I’m sorry,” he breathed, holding onto the doorjamb. “I’m so sorry.”




She sobbed and wrapped her arms around herself, trying to keep the pain from devouring her.




“You think I don’t wish I’d never done that?” she demanded. “Do you think I don’t die inside a little every time I think about what I did? That I wouldn’t take it back in a second?”




He slid down, collapsing onto his knees. 




“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.”




He was crying. His face was streaked with tears, and she realized that she was crying as well, sobbing.




“Is that what you did to me?” she asked, her voice breaking. “You were hurting so bad you had to feel something, and it was either fuck something or start cutting off body parts? Because that’s what I did to Lee, and I wish to God I’d stuck with cutting off body parts.”




“I’m so sorry, Dawn,” he whispered, and his shoulders shook.




She slid down the edge of the bed until she sat on the floor and wrapped her arms around her legs. She wanted to pull the blanket around her, the walls, the building, an armored car, anything so she didn’t feel so naked, so the bleeding didn’t hurt as much.




“I’m so—”




“Stop saying that!” she screamed.




Dima shut up, and his head hung like he’d lost the strength to lift it on his own.




“Why?” she asked again, lacing her voice with all the pain and bitterness she felt.




He had covered his face with his hands, and when he looked up, she saw something on his face she’d never seen before, something she’d never expected to see. Shame.




“I don’t know,” he whispered, tears starting again. “I don’t understand why I’m so angry all the time, why I’d give anything for another idiot to threaten you so I can beat him to a pulp. So I can kill him. I don’t understand why, when I love you so much, I can’t bear the idea of you looking at me, knowing you’ll see how…stained I am. That I’m tainted or broken or foul, that I’m all these things and worse, because all I want is to be with you, and you deserve better.”




He looked up, despairing.




“What is so wrong with me that my parents left me at the age of fourteen, that Talia looked at me and saw a thing, a toy, that no one, no one saw the pain I was in and chose to do anything? How many times did I try to tell someone only to be informed that I…I must not be a man, because I didn’t wish to fuck every woman I could, any time I could? That my parents left me, Dawn? They left me.”




“That’s not true,” Dawn said, starting to understand what had happened and still hurting over it. “You know they didn’t. They were trying to keep you safe. They were trying to stop Sycorax, but she killed them.”




“Why couldn’t they just have stayed with us?” he asked. “I would have given up everything so we could have stayed a family.”




She got up and stepped over to him, kneeling at his side. He looked terrible. The punch had left a darkening black eye. His nose was running. His eyes were red and weepy.




“I’m sorry,” he whispered, his voice cracking. “You are the last person I ever wanted to hurt, and you’re the one I’ve hurt the worst.”




“What happened?” she asked.




“The nightmare,” he said, his voice still low. “I saw her, Miranda, burning, and I couldn’t do anything.”




He swallowed, and she watched the muscles of his throat work up and down.




“And then, it was you,” he continued, unable to meet her eyes, “bound to the pyre, burning, and it was my fault.”




“That’s not true,” she whispered and kissed him on the forehead.




“Sycorax had…had found out that you’re a Key, and it was my fault,” he whispered. “Everyone…everyone was dead, and it was my fault. I’d led them into battle, but I did something wrong. I wasn’t strong enough. I saw them. M, Lee, Cole, Sabrina, your family, I saw all of them, and they were dead, and it was my fault. And my parents were there, and they asked me why I hadn’t done what they’d said. Only I didn’t know what it was they’d said. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do.”




“It was a dream,” she told him, and she kissed his eyelids.




He nodded.




“I woke, and all I wanted was to hold on to you,” he admitted, “but if I stayed, you would see. You’d look at me and see who I really am. Weak and stupid and…and broken.”




“You’re not those things,” she told him. 




She kissed his mouth. He managed to kiss her back and then let her lean her forehead against his.




“I told myself it was just the bad dream,” he continued. “That these feelings weren’t based on anything real. Yesterday, I could believe it. This morning, I couldn’t.”




She rested her hand against his cheek and kissed his temple.




“All I wanted was to be with you,” he said, looking up at her. “When I’m with you, when we’re together, I’m myself. I’m whole, and I know that you love me.”




“I love you,” she told him.




She felt the tension in his shoulders slacken, and his arms came around her.




“Afterwards, I hated myself,” he said. “I used you. I knew as soon as you opened your eyes, you’d see it, and you’d hate me. So I left you there, and when you came in the office, I…I was so ashamed, I couldn’t bear it when you looked at me. I was ready to say anything just so you wouldn’t.”




She sighed and then sniffled. Her head was killing her. She was just as exhausted as if she’d never been to bed at all.




“I’m so sorry, Dawn,” he whispered. “I know what you went through. What I said was inexcusable.”




“Maybe,” she sighed. “Not necessarily unforgivable, though.”




“I can’t even ask,” he said, and she felt his muscle tense again. “I don’t deserve—”




“Whoever said forgiveness had anything to do with deserving?” she asked. “Do you remember what Gordon told me?”




“That accepting forgiveness is just as important as forgiving?” he asked.




“That’s the one,” she said. “So, if I go to all the trouble of forgiving you, will you accept it?”




After a moment, he nodded.




She curled into his arms, and he held her. As she stroked his cheek and kissed him, she knew it wasn’t over. She knew he was still hurting, just the way she was. How deep did these injuries go? There wasn’t much she wouldn’t do to help him, so she made her choice.




“Dima, can you email the people in the teleconference and tell them you can’t be on the call today?” she asked.




He nodded, numb.




“And then come join me in the bathroom, okay?” she asked.




He nodded again, and they got up. While he went back to his office, she found her bag of holding, reached in and took out the potion of healing Jenny had given her. In a stoppered glass perfume bottle, was perhaps a quarter cup of clear, thick liquid. It was filled with shards of color, like an opal, and they shifted every time she moved the bottle.




Faith had used one like this to save Robin’s life when Scheherazade had cut his throat. It could literally bring people back from the brink of death and maybe just beyond it. But Dawn didn’t want to heal a cut or a stab wound, a shotgun blast or a broken bone. She didn’t know if this could heal the wounds Dima bore, but she was willing to find out. 




In the bathroom, she turned on the shower, stripped down, and waited for Dima. He appeared, naked, and joined her, and she thought he looked more vulnerable and nervous than she’d ever seen him. She reached up to kiss him, and he returned it.




“I love you,” she told him. “You know that, right?”




He managed a very small nod. “I do.”




“And you love me.”




“Yes.” His voice was hoarse.




“Do you trust me?” she asked. “There’s something I want to try. I don’t believe it will cause any harm, and it will probably help.”




“Yes, I trust you.”




She took him in the shower, brought him to the middle of the space, and had him kneel. She started by washing his hair, and when she poured a capful of shampoo into the palm of her hand, she then unstoppered the bottle and added several drops of healing potion. When the seal broke, the smell of the potion filled the warm air—a garden in the warm sun, dust stirred by a rain shower, sunlight on flowers, and the lazy drone of bees.




She watched as Dima inhaled deeply, and the tension in his shoulders slowly unlocked.




“Keep your eyes closed,” she warned him as she washed his hair.




He surrendered to her touch, only lifting his hands to put them on her hips. When she was done, she took one of the showerheads down and rinsed him off. Then she took the shower gel, added a few drops of the healing potion and began soaping him down. She washed his face first and rinsed it, then began moving down his body.




“Dawn, what are you doing?” Dima asked, his voice close to breaking.




“You said you felt stained,” she reminded him. “I’m cleaning you. I don’t want you to ever feel that way again.”




He whispered her name and pressed his face to her stomach. For a long moment, she held him against her.




She had him stand and continued to soap, scrub, and rinse, every square inch of his skin, kissing him as she went. The smell of the potion became intoxicating. She hadn’t set the water temperature to more than simply warm, but it felt like they stood in a sunbaked grotto, soaked by the spray of a waterfall. She scrubbed his back, his chest and belly, and had him lean against the wall, feet spread, so she could clean his most private places.




She paid special attention to his hands and his feet. She also worked at the scars she found, knowing most of them had been taken in combat. When she was finished and ready to turn off the water, he stopped her.




“My turn,” he said softly.




And she stood as he gently and slowly cleaned her, shampooing her hair and then soaping her body with his bare hands, using the same few drops of healing potion. She could feel it on her skin spreading like sunlight, warming her. He was just as thorough as she’d been, and she relaxed under his hands, feeling old tension and pain let go and wash away.




When he was done, she turned off the water, and they took turns drying one another. She kept the vial in her hand and drew him back to bed. She had him lay face down and took out the almond oil they’d used for body massages. It augmented the fragrance of the potion, deepening it. Dima sighed under her hands as she worked each of his muscles, starting with his neck, and then moving down each arm, returning to his back, kneading the muscles of his backside, and then his legs, all the way down to his feet. 




When she had him turn over, he was more relaxed than she’d ever known him, and as she continued to work on him, they kissed, and his hands moved over her. She straddled him and felt his erection grow as she moved back and forth. Her skin grew just as slick as his, and he rubbed almost as much oil on her as she had on him. He held her against him as she stretched along his body, and she moved down, touching every place on him, tasting him, kissing him, loving him. She felt him sigh deeply and the last of the tension leave his muscles.




She didn’t plan it. She only moved with instinct and love. His cock was granite hard and pressed against her chest, between her breasts, as she massaged his legs.




“Dawn, please,” he whispered. “Oh, please.”




His hands slid over her as she moved back up, and she paused when reached the point where she could press her hot, dripping lips to him and arch with pleasure as she felt him move against her. Moving together, they became one. She arched, taking him as deep as she could, and he exhaled into a long groan, his hands tightening on her waist.




“Dawn, ride me,” he whispered. 




She brought his hand up to her face and then let him slide it down her throat to her chest, and she moved against and with him. Their breath mingled, and she cried out as he bucked under her, raising her almost off her knees. It was effortless and overwhelming, driving them together, binding them tighter.




“I love you,” she whispered. “Dima, I love you so much.”




He kissed her, bringing her down against him long enough to slide his fingers into her wet hair and hold her for a moment as she shuddered with the sweetness. Their movement built stronger and deeper until they gasped in sync, cried out together, and slowly collapsed, limp and warm, into deep, dreamless sleep.






“What time is it?” Dawn asked, raising her head.




“I don’t know,” Dima said. “I do know that we need another shower.”




They were both slick with oil, crusted with bodily fluids, and so relaxed, they were having trouble coordinating their muscles. Dawn rolled over on her back and stretched, feeling her back and hips pop in ways she hadn’t known they could. Dima sleepily kissed her and drew his hand down her stomach, but stopped.




“What?” Dawn asked.




He propped himself up on one elbow and looked at her. He ran his fingers over her belly.




“What?” she repeated.




“Dawn, your scars are gone,” he told her.




“What are you—”




She propped herself up and looked down at her stomach. The long, thin scars across her stomach, the marks left from Doc cutting her to make her bleed for Glorificus’s spell, were gone. Her skin was the same even, fair tone she knew from her childhood. She looked up at Dima.




“The scar through your eyebrow is gone,” she told him. “So is your black eye.”




He touched his eyebrow, surprised.




“What was that?” he asked. “It smelled like petrichor, but like other things.”




“It was a healing potion,” she told him. “I used it up washing you and then with the massage. Jenny told me that for people who don’t have magical abilities, it takes a trigger. Like love or sex, or better yet, both at the same time.”




“You wanted to get rid of our scars?” he asked, a little dubious.




“I’m hoping it helped with the deeper scars,” she explained. 




She turned back towards him and snuggled up against him, but when she put her hand on his hip, she felt something gritty on the skin there. When she lifted her hand, there was a smear of black on it.




“What—”




He looked down, pulled the sheet back, and cursed in astonishment.




“Scheißkerl! That was—that was my tattoo!”




He rolled back, and sure enough, both of his hips had the same gritty powder mixed in with the leftover oil. Under the influence of the healing potion, his skin had ejected the ink of the tattoos. His hips were just as unmarked as Dawn’s stomach.




“Uh, okay,” Dawn said. “This could be awkward.”




“I’ve used that tattoo to prove I was who I said I was,” Dima said. “I’m going to have to get them redone!”




“I did not see that coming,” Dawn said. 




Then, she grabbed her earlobes and cursed as well.




“My piercings healed up!” she gasped, dismayed.




“Well, I guess we know what we’re doing this weekend,” Dima said, exasperated. “Plot vengeance for my parents and indulge in body modifications.”




“I kind of need to tell Jenny about this,” Dawn said. “I really did not expect this. I wonder if—”




Dima suddenly sat up, choking and coughing.




“What?!” Dawn asked, reading to pound him on the back as necessary.




He put his hand in front of his mouth and spat something into it.




“I don’t fucking believe it,” he sighed.




“What?” she asked.




He opened his hand, and in his palm was a high quality molar implant, the titanium screw clean as a whistle. He stuck his finger in his mouth and sighed.




“My tooth grew back,” he said. “This is awkward.”




“Why is it awkward?” she asked. “I thought you had a crown, not an implant.”




“I got an implant at M’s direction,” he explained. “It contains a cyanide capsule as a last measure. In case Sycorax got her hands on me and there was no hope of rescue.”




Dawn stared at the implant in his hand like it was a cobra, and then flinched.




“What?” Dima asked as she grimaced and put a hand over her pubic bone.




“Speaking of implants,” she gasped and hobbled for the bathroom as fast as she could.




It was several minutes before she reappeared, and she was a bit paler than before. 




“Are you all right?” he asked. “What’s wrong?”




“So, my period started,” she said, “and I no longer have an IUD. I need to get that fixed, pronto.”




“I suppose you didn’t see that coming either?” he asked.




“Please tell me you feel better,” she sighed, sitting down next to him.




He paused for a minute, trying to put something into words.




“I…feel like myself,” he said. “I found out yesterday that my parents were murdered and my mother’s bones have sat in a box on a shelf for the last ten years. My mother was the Princess Royal of Ruritania before Sycorax stole her body, which means, I may be the rightful king of Ruritania, which is the last fucking thing I have ever wanted. And Sycorax is going to use her position as the queen to somehow leverage control of the Hellmouth in Strelsau. Even if I weren’t going to kill her with my bare hands, we would have to stop her for that.”




“What about what Talia did to you?” Dawn asked. 




He looked away for a moment and swallowed.




“Talia raped me from when I was fourteen years old through my early twenties,” he said, looking back to her. “The relationship we had could best be described as ‘sick and twisted’. There are parts of me that are still…marked, like smoke damage after a fire. But what happened was not my fault, and I will not internalize her mistreatment of me.”




Dawn stared at him, amazed. 




“I am…grieving, furious, angry, sad, and, oh, about a thousand other things just now,” he continued. “And why are you looking at me like that?”




“You do know that…you just talked about your emotions like it wasn’t even a thing,” she pointed out. “And you used the word rape to describe what Talia did to you, which you refused to even consider doing before.”




He considered that. 




“If a nineteen year old man had treated the fourteen year old you in the same manner that Talia had treated me, I would have him castrated with a dull knife and beaten to death with hammers, starting at his feet,” he said. “And if that had happened, I wouldn’t hesitate to call it rape. I don’t know if I can bring myself to inflict the same on Talia, but I will have to do something about her. She can’t be allowed to continue harming others.”




She nodded.




“I’ve kind of got something in the works to deal with the Romanovs,” she admitted. “I should hear back from Guardian in a few days to see how it’s working.”




Dima nodded and sighed.




“I’m starved,” he said. “Let’s get something to eat.”





Jewelry for His Majesty



“You did what?!” Jenny asked. “What happened?”




The shock in her voice was enough to give Dawn pause.




“I used the healing potion on Dima this morning,” she repeated.




“How was he injured?” Jenny demanded. “What kind of fight was he in? What happened?”




“He wasn’t, he wasn’t in a fight,” Dawn replied. “He wasn’t injured. I mean, not physically injured.”




There was a pause.




“But you just said you used the potion on him,” Jenny said.




“I did,” Dawn repeated. 




Another pause.




“Maybe you should start at the beginning,” Jenny told her.




So she did, trying not to give out too much personal information about what Dima had been through, while at the same time, trying to make it clear just how his pain had driven her to use the potion.




“Wait, wait, wait,” Jenny said. “Let me get this straight. You had a fight with your boyfriend, so you used the healing potion I made—the one that I specifically created to be used for severe or fatal injuries—on him when he didn’t have any injuries at all?”




It was really only the multiple times she’d stood before M that made it possible for her to answer without arguing.




“Yes.”




There was a much longer pause this time.




“Okay, what happened?”




From Jenny’s tone of voice, Dawn could only guess that she was setting aside her first reaction, possibly the first three reactions. She explained what had become of their scars, her piercings, Dima’s tattoos, her IUD, and his implant.




“And I’m having the worst period of my life,” she admitted. “I’ve never had cramps this bad, and the flow is really heavy.”




There was another pause.




“Jenny?”




She heard her adoptive mother sigh.




“I think you should consider the possibility that you and Dima got off incredibly lightly,” Jenny said. “That potion was made to heal someone with fatal or near fatal injuries. You used it on a person who didn’t have any injuries. You used it in such a way that you probably ingested some, which is not how it was meant to be administered.”




“You make it sound like something bad is going to happen,” Dawn said.




“That’s just it,” Jenny replied. “It might. Dawn, this isn’t like a drug that’s been through FDA testing. The potion has only ever been used for its intended purpose before. What you did…I have no idea what the consequences could be for either of you.”




Dawn hadn’t realized she’d wanted Jenny’s reassurance as much as she had until Jenny didn’t have any to give.




“What do I do?” She asked.




“Well, uh, take pictures of everything affected and send them to me,” Jenny said. “Keep a log of all the symptoms you’ve noticed, and if anything gets out of hand, you and Dima come up here for me to take a look at.”




Dawn nodded.




“Okay.”




“Other than your period, are you having any problems?” Jenny asked.




“Just that. So far,” Dawn admitted. 




“And Dima?”




“He seems fine,” Dawn said. “He’s actually more worried about me. He went on a grocery run, since I haven’t kept any supplies for ages. You know, two years without a period, and suddenly my uterus is trying to make up for lost time.”




“Dawnie, you need to get back on birth control before you have sex again,” Jenny warned her.




“I know,” Dawn said, feeling a little resentful.




“I’m serious, Dawn,” Jenny stressed. “When we got you set up before you left for Queen Flavia, you weren’t in a relationship. You are now, and you’re going to want to have sex. It won’t be like when you were waiting. It’ll be a lot harder to abstain.”




“Right now, the last thing I want is sex of any sort,” Dawn sighed. “I feel like my uterus is trying to push the contents of the kitchen junk drawer out, pointy things first.”




“Well, when that gets better—which it will—you’re going to want to get busy with Dima again, and I’m telling you now that unless you’re looking to make a baby, you’d better hold off until you either have a lot of condoms on hand or you’ve gotten a new IUD.”




Dawn groaned, neither needing nor wanting the lecture, but not willing to say that to Jenny.




“Dawn, promise me,” Jenny said.




“What?”




“Promise me that you won’t have sex unless you use a condom or have gotten back on birth control,” Jenny ordered.




“Jenny!”




“I’m serious,” she said. “I want you to say the words.”




Dawn grimaced.




“Okay. Yes, I promise you I won’t have sex unless Dima’s wearing a condom or I’ve gotten back on birth control,” she said. 




“Because?” Jenny prompted.




“Because I’m not making a baby.”




“Thank you.”




“Jenny, are you mad at me?” Dawn asked.




“I’m, I’m surprised,” Jenny said. “I have to remember that I didn’t raise you, so you didn’t spend your childhood listening to me tell you about how dangerous magic can be and how risky it is to use something for other than its intended purpose.”




“I just figured—” Dawn started.




“Yeah, I know, sweetheart,” she answered. “You made the decision with your heart, not your head. Magic leaves a little wiggle room, and good intentions can often buy you a better outcome than otherwise, but when it goes wrong, it goes wrong with a vengeance, and I really don’t want to see you on the receiving end of that.”




The front door opened, and she heard Dima shooing the cat away.




“Dima’s back, Jenny,” Dawn said.




“Okay, I’ll let you go,” Jenny said. “Give Dima my love, and keep me posted on everything, okay?”




“Okay.”




“I love you, sweet pea,” she said.




“I love you too, Mom.”




Dawn ended the call and looked out over the city landscape. The morning was gone, and she was both starving and nauseous at the same time, not to mention anxious, cranky, and in a surprising amount of pain from the cramps in her pelvis and back. 




“Here you are,” Dima said, coming out onto the patio. “What’s wrong?”




She wanted to say she was fine. She didn’t want Dima to feel guilty over the choice she’d made. She looked up at him, and when he sat beside her, she leaned in against him and put her head down on his chest. He set the grocery bag on the coffee table and put his arms around her. He held her without asking any questions until she sat up again.




“Do I need to ask Doctor Mallard to cancel tonight?” He asked.




She shook her head.




“I’m okay,” she said. “I just talked to Jenny, and she only slightly lectured me, but I got the feeling I disappointed her.”




“How so?” Dima asked, gently pulling her hair back.




Dawn swallowed.




“The potion was made to be used on fatal or near-fatal injuries,” she said. “Not…”




“Not old emotional scars,” Dima supplied for her.




She nodded.




“So you wasted the potion?” he asked.




“No,” she said. “I guess it’s more like using penicillin on a viral infection, only this particular penicillin can apparently fight at least a few viruses. Or maybe boost the immune system. Or something. I don’t know. Just, I didn’t use it as intended, unintended consequences, and my mother didn’t teach me right, I guess.”




Whether it was the disappointment of Jenny’s disappointment in her or the hormones or something else, it was hard to resist crying. Dima kissed her forehead.




“Well, I have no complaints,” he said. “Whether it was the potion or our lovemaking or simply the love you gave me, I feel no negative effects at all.”




“Did it help?” she asked, looking up at him. 




He kissed her on the forehead again, tenderly.




“Have you ever had a broken rib?” he asked in return.




“No.”




“I have,” he said. “And the worst of it is that there’s no escaping the constant sensation of a broken spar stabbing you when you breathe in or turn or cough or do any manner of thing that you ought to be able to do. What Talia did to me, the rapes, the abuse, the betrayal, my awareness of that was like having a broken rib that never healed. And now, for the first time since it began, I can breathe deep lungs full of air, and not feel any pain.”




“That’s, that’s good,” Dawn said, sitting up. “Right?”




“I think so,” he answered. “Though, and perhaps it’s because all this happened only this morning, but…it’s constantly on my mind, right at the forefront. Not in a painful way, but I…I want to talk about it. Not even to a specific person. I just want to take these thoughts in my head and give them form, make them real, so I can release them and watch them leave.”




“That’s what therapy’s for,” Dawn pointed out.




He chuckled.




“Yes, and it seems as though I’ll be speaking to someone about it,” he said. “God knows I don’t want to start blurting it out while I’m making small talk. ‘I hope it doesn’t cloud over for the fireworks, oh, and by the way, the woman my parents betrothed me to raped me when I was fourteen years old.’ ”




“Yeah, it’s weird how when stuff starts to come out, it comes out all over,” she said, thinking about other instances.




He nodded in agreement, and then a cloud passed over his expression.




“What?” Dawn asked.




“I just…” He paused and sighed. “I’m in a singular position. There are, I’ve no doubt, other men who’ve suffered similar abuse. I would like to be a resource for them, perhaps even speak on their behalf, provide assistance, but…Dawn, it would be like chumming the waters of the Amazon after sighting an enormous school of starving piranha. In Ruritania, I would lose an enormous amount of social power, alienate allies, embolden enemies, if I publicly admitted what happened to me. Yet, I really feel like I should speak out.”




She sighed and cupped his face.




“Why don’t you focus on dealing with what you’re dealing with before you take on anyone else’s troubles?” She asked. “My grandpa used to say ‘don’t borrow trouble, Dawnie. The interest rate’s too high.’ ”




Dima grinned at her.




“Your grandfather was a wise man,” he said.




She smiled at him.




“I haven’t thought of him in a long time,” she admitted. “He died before my parents got divorced. I wonder how much Buffy remembers.”




“You could always ask her,” he suggested.




“I guess I will,” she responded. “Hey, you realize we made it through our first fight.”




He sighed and deflated a little with relief.




“If I’d had any idea it would be so bad, I promise you, I would have…” he began.




“What?” she asked. “I thought predicting the future was what we got the readings for, and they didn’t give any specifics.”




He smiled and shrugged, allowing it might be so.




 “I’m so sorry for what I said,” he apologized. “You know it was spoken from pain and not truth, don’t you?”




“I do,” she said.




She raised her face to him, and they kissed. After a moment, the chaste kiss became something a bit more involved, and she pulled back.




“I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I am really not up to anything just now.”




“Of course,” he said.




“And,” she braced herself, “we need to hold off until I’m back on birth control. I’ll give Angela a call and see if her gynecologist can see me.”




“Ah.” His eyebrows went up. “Ah, yes. I see. Well, we refrained before. I’m sure we can refrain again.”




“Uh huh,” she said in a knowing tone. “How about we not worry about refraining and get some condoms. And also consider alternatives to the regular old in-and-out?”




“That would also be acceptable,” he said.




“Can I have my supplies?” She asked, nodding towards the grocery bag.




“Of course!”




He handed the bag to her, and she headed to the bathroom for the fifth time since they’d gotten up, relieved she could put regular clothes on without the risk of bloodstains.






“This is a gift from Leroy Jethro Gibbs,” Doctor Mallard said, indicating the beautifully crafted casket he had placed on the coffee table. “I told him of your mother last night. He insisted I bring this to you.”




“It’s lovely,” Dima said, running his fingers across the smooth, glossy wood. “Leroy Gibbs of NCIS. I know that name. My father instructed me that if anyone came to me, asked for help, and gave that name, I was to give them whatever help they needed.”




“I’m sure your father felt indebted after the help Gibbs gave him before your parents were married,” Mallard told him.




Dima glanced up at him.




They had taken seats in the living room, him, Dawn, and Doctor Mallard. Dawn still wasn’t feeling well, though the Advil she’d taken helped. She had taken an instant liking to Doctor Mallard at the Christmas ball more than two years previously in her timeline, and she wanted to take part in the conversation, but she had a sick headache building, and the most she could manage was to sit and listen.




“Now that I’m at liberty to speak,” Mallard added, “I will happily tell you all about it.”




Dima nodded and opened the casket.




The walnut was inlaid with other, lighter colored woods, darkly stained, and expertly joined. Inside, the interior was upholstered with black velvet, padded with something firm.




“This could hold my mother’s remains,” he said softly. “I’d honestly wondered what I should do, but I knew I couldn’t leave them in a plastic tub.”




“I suspect Gibbs may have made it with that intention,” Mallard said gently. “When your parents were killed, he took it badly, and when he understood that I would hide your mother’s remains among the many of the Jeffersonian’s collections until you were of an age to learn of her and your father’s fate, he chose the wood and fittings he made this casket from.”




Dima started to say something and stopped.




“Your Highness—” Doctor Mallard began.




“Dmitri, please,” Dima corrected him.




“Dmitri, this is without a doubt a very difficult topic,” he said. “Please, if you have a question, ask.”




“It seems very strange to me,” Dima said, hesitating, “that in ten years’ time, you did not approach me with this knowledge. I could understand that you didn’t wish to tell me before I turned eighteen, but I would have welcomed you as a friend of my parents even when I was fourteen.”




“My dear graf,” Mallard said, “I did try. I tried twice yearly through both the consulate and, later, by contacting your great aunt, Clarimonda. Each time, I was told my greetings and well wishes had been conveyed to you but that you had no specific response. Then, when you were eighteen, I sent a letter every three months to your business office in Strelsau, but I never heard a thing. I was never able to get through by phone. If you hadn’t come to Washington DC on your own, I would have gone to Strelsau myself.”




“Neither Clarimonda nor Secundus sent your communications to me,” Dima said, frowning with concern. “Clarimonda is…compromised. I fear there may be many things she was unable to send on to me.”




Doctor Mallard raised his eyebrows.




“As far as Secundus,” Dima continued, shrugging, “I have no reason to believe he’s been compromised.”




“Compromised?” The doctor asked.




“The queen,” Dawn supplied.




A light of understanding shone in his eyes.




“I see,” he said. “Oh, yes, I’m afraid I do see.”




Taekwon appeared with takeout from La Coupole—a favor from Gordon Wyatt—stayed long enough for introductions and to pet Ashera, and Dawn began setting the table while Dima and Doctor Mallard continued talking.




“There are several volumes of my father’s journals I haven’t been able to locate,” Dima told him.




“I have them,” Mallard answered. “Your father asked me to remove any material that might reference your parents’ search for answers—to avoid them either falling into the wrong hands or prematurely starting you on a quest for vengeance.”




The clatter of the dishes when she took them from the cabinet was disproportionately loud, and she flinched in pain. Her headache, which had been throbbing away at a level she’d managed to ignore, grew more insistent.




“He seemed quite sure that I would immediately set out on a rampage of revenge,” Dima noted. 




“I think it was more that he wished you to be able to grieve without unnecessary complications,” Mallard offered. “I can’t begin to imagine how difficult it must have been, to lose both your parents. To have known they were murdered…I think it might have crippled you, distorted whom you would become.”




Dima opened a bottle of wine and pour a sip for the doctor, who tried it and smiled. 




“Ah, the same type your father would give me when those terrible committee meetings would run so late,” he said, smiling at the memory.




Dima poured him a full glass, and then came around and held Dawn’s chair for her as she sat. 




“Are you all right?” He whispered in her ear.




“Headache,” she said. “I took some more Tylenol. I’ll be okay.”




He poured glasses for her and himself and took a seat beside her. As they ate and talked, Dawn found she couldn’t even keep track of the discussion anymore. Her head hurt worse than any headache she’d ever had—a throbbing, pulsing pain that felt like something was trying to chew through her skull, but only on the left side. The clinks and clatters of the silverware on china caused physical pain. 




“My dear, are you all right?” Doctor Mallard asked when she’d put her fork and knife down and put her hands in her lap.




“I just have a really bad headache,” she answered, and realized that she was whispering, because even the thought of the loudness of her own voice hurt.




“This is not just a headache,” Dima said, turning to face her.




Doctor Mallard came around and took a seat next to her.




“May I?” He asked, touching her wrist.




She nodded and then regretted it. She hadn’t eaten much, hoping that a little food in her stomach would make it stop complaining, but it hadn’t done any good. In fact, she was more nauseated than ever. Doctor Mallard took her pulse, glanced at her eyes, and gently touched her forehead and her throat. 




“Would you open your eyes, my dear?” he asked.




She hadn’t realized she’d closed them, and when the doctor shone a penlight in her left eye, she flinched, and clenched them shut.




“Does the light hurt?” he asked gently.




“Yes,” she answered, barely audible.




“And I noticed you winced when Dmitri or I clattered our silverware against the plate. Does the sound hurt as well?”




She gave a tiny nod.




“And would you describe the pain you’re experiencing as pulsatile?”




She nodded again, small and restrained.




“Dawn, you’re having a migraine?” Dima asked.




“I don’t know what it is,” she admitted. “It just hurts.”




“Any nausea?” Mallard asked.




She nodded.




“Yes, well, that certainly fits the diagnostic criteria for a migraine,” he commented. “Tell me, my dear, which sounds better—a heating pad placed against where your head hurts the most—”




She tensed up in revulsion.




“Or perhaps an ice pack?” He finished. “Ah, yes, an ice pack it is.”




“I have medication for migraines,” Dima told him. 




“Yes, why don’t we take a look and see if it’s appropriate for Lady Dawn, and we’ll also get her an ice pack and a sip of ginger water,” the doctor responded.




Both of the men had pitched their voices low and soft, a relief to her ears. Working together, they got Dawn medicated, and then Dima picked her up and carried her to bed, taking care not to jostle her. 




“Why didn’t you tell me?” He asked.




“I just thought it was a bad headache,” Dawn said. “I kept waiting for the Tylenol to work.”




“That was a false hope,” he said. “Mine have never responded to over the counter medication.”




He stayed silent for a moment while he took her shoes off and set them aside.




“You’ve never had a migraine before,” he stated.




“No,” she agreed.




“Do you think it’s possible this has something to do with the potion?” He asked.




“I don’t know,” she whispered. “I’ll tell Jenny.”




“In the morning,” he said. “For now, I want you to go to sleep and sleep as long as you can. I’ll make sure there’s a glass of water at your bedside. Doctor Mallard and I have a great deal of talking to do, but I’ll check on you.”




He helped her off with her clothes and on with a slip of a nightgown, tucked her into bed, put the ice bag beneath her head, the ginger water on her nightstand, picked up Ashera, and closed the door behind him. She focused on her breathing and fell asleep before the medications hit.






She was aware when he came to bed from how the mattress shifted and looked up when he leaned over her and gave her a kiss. The headache had taken several steps back, but when she moved, she could feel both the nausea and the pain stir again.




“Shhhh,” he whispered. “Just go back to sleep.”




She took his hand and wouldn’t give it up. He ended up scooting over to the middle of the bed so he could lie close enough to her for them to hold hands.






In the morning, Dawn woke with a now warm ice pack under her head and slowly pried herself out of bed. Her muscles were sore from sleeping in one position all night, and her hips and shoulders were stiff. Dima’s side of the bed was made, and she had a fleeting thought about how some people’s standards were just too high. Her scalp was tender to the touch, and she felt dragged out and stupid. Ashera ignored her as she pulled her side of the covers back up to the top and straightened them. 




Dima must have been at church, which made her grumpy. She trudged into the bathroom and began her morning rituals and then stopped in the middle to go to the bathroom and take care of her period, disgusted, since she hadn’t had to bother with it in nearly two years. Use the bidet to clean up, put in a new tampon, and run a sink of cold water to soak her panties, because she apparently couldn’t go twelve hours without getting bloodstains on her clothes. 




She left her nightgown on the floor and ran the shower as hot as she could take it, pointing two of the shower heads at her lower back to pummel it with hot water. She drenched her hair, applied shampoo, and then started cursing when she realized she hadn’t braided her hair the night before or combed it out before getting wet. It took ages to finger comb the tangles out, and even then it didn’t work until she remembered to use some conditioner. 




She leaned her forehead against the tiled wall and considered calling in sick the next day. She didn’t want to exist for a while. Then, the rich aromas of chocolate and coffee crept into her nose. She opened one eye and saw Dima standing there, naked, holding a large cafe mocha out to her. 




“It’s the least I could do,” he said apologetically. “If you don’t want it hot, I got a frozen one as well.”




“You,” she croaked, “are such a Boy Scout.”




“Not to hear the priest at Epiphany tell it,” he said. “Though he was speaking of my relationship to God, not my preparedness for natural disasters.”




She took the mocha and sipped it. She would have sworn the caffeine was absorbed into her bloodstream from her mouth and made its way directly to her brain.




“Why would the priest have anything to say about your relationship with God? I mean, other than being a priest,” she asked, her voice starting to fill in.




He looked upwards in piety.




“Oh, probably something about me cheerfully fornicating my way to the second circle of Hell,” he said.




Dawn looked at him and then closed her eyes again.




“He’s a fan of Dante,” Dima explained.




“He’s an ass,” Dawn growled.




He joined her under the spray and put his hands on her shoulders. She relaxed, keeping her mocha close to her chest so it didn’t get water in it. He started massaging her shoulders.




“How is your head?”




“Attached,” she answered. “Doesn’t hurt, but I feel like maybe I got a lobotomy while I was sleeping.”




“That is a leftover of the migraine,” he said, working her muscles. “I’ve experienced it as well.”




She sighed.




“Dawn, I am so sorry,” he apologized. “If I’d had any idea this could have been a consequence, I would have told you no.”




“I still would have done it,” Dawn told him. “Even if I’d known.”




He wrapped his arms around her from behind and gently hugged her. 




“I love you,” he murmured in his ear. “I love you so much.”




“I love this mocha,” she said, looking up, over her shoulder at him. “And you.”




He grinned and nuzzled her. She relaxed against him and felt his erection press against her.




“Oh, I…”




She shifted, uncomfortable.




“Dawn, it’s just a reaction,” he assured her. “Not an expectation. If there ever comes a time when I don’t respond to your sweet body, don’t bother taking my pulse. Just shove me in a hole and throw some dirt on top of me. I died and didn’t notice.”




She smiled. 




“I’m cooked,” she said. “Are you ready to get out?”




“Give me a few minutes,” he answered. “The water feels divine.”




“Okay, but I’m taking my mocha with me.”




She gave him a kiss and made her way out, shielding her mocha from the water.




She puttered slowly around the bathroom and the bedroom, sipping her miraculous mocha. It took a while to comb her hair out, and she braided it, even knowing it would still be wet when she went to bed. She had just decided to stay in pajamas until it was time to get ready for dinner at Mrs. Washington’s when she heard Dima cry out.




He was still in the shower, and it wasn’t a cry of pain, or even of shock, though there was a note of surprise to it.




“What?” Dawn asked, opening the shower door. “What’s wrong? What is it?”




He stood, one hand on the tiled wall, feet spread, head down, breathing hard.




“Ah…ah, I’m all right,” he said. “Oh, God in heaven, that was amazing.”




“What?” Dawn asked, mystified.




Then she noticed where his right hand was. Oh. So, he’d been seizing the lion, as the Kama Sutra said. The shower had washed away the evidence, but from his stance, attitude, and breathing, it must have ended well.




“Do you want me to leave you alone?” she asked, unsure.




She had, after all, turned him down for sex, but he looked up with the wickedest smile she’d ever seen on his face, stepped over to her, and pulled her back into the shower.




“Dima! I’m wearing clothes!” she protested.




“Take them off,” he said. “I won’t complain.”




He kissed her, deep and hard, and any objection she might have had—including that she felt icky and crampy and as far from being sexy as she could—melted away.




“I won’t do anything you don’t want,” he breathed in her ear, his hands pulling her closer, “but, oh, God, I want your touch.”




“But I thought,” she started, confused.




After all, it had been her experience that as soon as he’d climaxed, he couldn’t bear further touch, as he was hypersensitive for several minutes afterward. Yet he didn’t flinch when she did touch him, sliding her hand down his belly until her fingers wrapped around his diminished dick. He groaned and kissed her neck, hunching over her, the better to reach what he could.




“Like this?” She asked, gently rubbing him.




“Mmmm, yes,” he whispered in her ear. “More.”




He kissed her mouth, sliding his tongue in. She shifted her hand and used her thumb to rub over the tip of his penis, moving his foreskin across the tender skin. His breath caught, and she felt his fingers dig into her bottom. 




“This?” she asked, feeling excitement ripple across her skin and her own breathing quicken.




He gasped.




“Ah. God, yes,” he moaned. “Oh, Jesus, yes.”




She slid her other hand around to his lower back, to the base of his spine, and held him against her as she worked him. The shower and his wet, naked body soaked her nightgown. She squeezed him and worked him, though he stayed soft, and he groaned.




“Don’t stop,” he whispered. “God, don’t stop. Don’t stop.”




She looked up, and his eyes were closed. His lips moved over the words ‘don’t stop’ over and over without speaking them, his breath coming faster. He gasped again.




“Dawn, please,” he begged.




She pulled his hips against her as hard as she could, squeezed and worked him with her hand, and his muscles tensed, his expression turning into a hard rictus, and he made a long, shuddering cry similar to what she’d heard earlier.




“Ah, God, God, Yes.”




And then he nearly collapsed against her, and she had catch herself against the shower wall and hold him up on unsteady feet as his muscles unlocked. His head fell against her shoulder, and his arms tightened around her. If she hadn’t known better…




“Oh, my god,” he sighed, his voice as unsteady as his body, “that was incredible.”




“You just came again?” she asked.




“I think…yes,” he managed.




“But you—”




“Yes. Yes, I did.”




He lifted his head and met her eyes. His eyes were glassy and dilated, and his face was deeply flushed, even more red than she would have expected from the hot water.




“Is that what you feel when you come?” he asked, smiling. “It was amazing.”




“Well, I wasn’t exactly in your head,” she said, “but from your reaction, I’m guessing it was pretty close.”




“How did you ever manage to spend a day out of bed once you learned you could do that?” he asked.




“Let me get this straight,” she countered. “We share a healing potion, I get migraines, and you get female multiple orgasms?”




He gave her a very unrepentant smile and rubbed the tip of his nose against hers.




“I’ll make it up to you,” he said. “I promise.”




“Oh, you better!”






Dima was gone during the afternoon for his very first cooking lesson at La Coupole, leaving Dawn to wander the apartment. She called Jenny, updated her, and endured another lecture about not getting pregnant. She called Angela, explained that her IUD had gone AWOL, endured a smaller lecture about using back up birth control, and asked her to see if she could get Dawn an appointment at Angela’s own OB/GYN. She called Buffy and received sisterly sympathy and another order not to get pregnant. She called Guardian and updated it on everything that was happening, and she wished she could get a hold of Sabrina, but Sabrina was on the dig in Egypt, and apparently, they were sticking close to the site, because she hadn’t gotten so much as an email or a text.




“Guardian, can you get word to Sabrina in Egypt?” she asked.




“Sabrina is not in Egypt,” Guardian told her.




“What do you mean?” Dawn asked.




“The dig has been shut down by the Egyptian government,” it replied. 




“What? Why?” Dawn asked. 




“There was apparently some question of the stability of the site,” Guardian explained. “Emails and phone calls indicate that part of the site was underground and offshore. There was a tremor, and the site was evacuated.”




“But why hasn’t Sabrina called me?” Dawn asked. “Or Cole? Or Lee? Have they called anyone?”




“They have not,” it replied. “I do not have enough information to speculate as to why, but none of their phones have been connected to a cellular network or Wifi for more than a week.”




“Guardian, this is not good,” she said. “Something’s happened. Can you start checking? Start looking for them? I’ll let M know.”




“I believe she already knows,” it told her.




She stared at her phone for a moment.




“There are some channels of communication to which I am not privy,” Guardian explained. “There are fewer than one hundred networks in the world so completely sequestered from the internet that I cannot access them. M possesses one of them, so I cannot know the content of her communication, but I can infer from actions she takes that she is aware of your friends’ circumstances. She contacted Lee’s mother the day after the dig was evacuated. Since that day, Mrs. Brown’s organization in Strelsau has behaved in a manner consistent with her absence.”




Horrified, Dawn considered. If Sabrina, Cole, and Lee were completely off the grid and now so was Lee’s mother, something was up. But what was it? And what could she do about it?




After several minutes of pacing, she admitted it to herself: nothing. There wasn’t a damn thing she could do to find her best friend or her fellow cohort mates. Guardian had covered the technological side of things. There was no way M had done anything less than handle the national, international, covert, military, and dark world side of things, especially if she’d had reason to call in Lee’s mom, who scared the hell out of Dawn. She had nothing to give to Willow or Jenny to search them out magically. Maybe Dima had a contact he could talk to. Maybe.




“This is why you didn’t tell me,” she said numbly.




“It is,” Guardian admitted. “I discussed it as a hypothetical matter with several hundred people, and I found that the most compelling arguments were those which stipulated that you would want to know, but the inability to act would be a great stress to you. I chose that approach with the understanding that if you brought it up, I would not lie to you.”




“I appreciate that,” she said, wishing Dima was there. “Will you tell me if there’s any news?”




“Of course,” Guardian answered.




Dawn called M anyway, leaving a message on her voicemail, and got a call from a Ruritanian number not two minutes after she’d hung up.




“Lady Dawn.”




It was M’s acerbic voice.




“Ma’am, can you tell me what’s going on with my cohort?” Dawn asked. “I know the dig’s been shut down and they haven’t been heard from in over a week.”




“How did you become aware of this?” M asked.




Crap.




“I’m…I’m not at liberty to tell you, ma’am,” Dawn managed. “But I’ll ask Giles if the Council can inform you of my methods.”




“Very well.”




If there was one thing M respected, Dawn understood, it was operational security. Operational security and honesty from the people she worked with. Two things. Operational security, honesty, and re— Dawn shut that semi-hysterical line of thinking down.




“Ma’am, what about my friends?” Dawn asked, and she could hear the catch in her voice.




“They are currently unavailable,” M answered in a crisp voice, “but we are working on re-establishing contact with them as quickly as possible. That is all I can tell you at this time.”




“What about Lee’s mom?”




“How did you become aware of her involvement?” M demanded.




Her voice was razor sharp, and Dawn squeezed her eyes shut, wishing she’d made herself wait to call.




“I’m not at li—”




“I see,” M responded. “When this call is concluded, young lady, I expect you to contact Mr. Giles and relay my request to be fully informed of your ‘methods’. In the meantime, I will forward you a number by which you can reach me directly at any time. Be aware that this is privilege, and should you abuse it—”




“I’ll just dig my own grave first,” Dawn muttered. “Keep things tidy.”




“Indeed,” M answered. 




There was a pause, and when M spoke again, her voice had gentled.




“How is Dmitri?”




“He’s good,” she responded. “We’re, um, we’re together now, you know.”




“Yes, I was aware,” M responded, her voice dry. “The Strelsaun scandal sheets are agog with the news of the annulment and there have been pictures published of the two of you together. I’m afraid you may find your return for the fall term rather tumultuous.”




“I figured,” Dawn said.




“Tell me, Lady Dawn,” M commanded, “has Dmitri learned anything of his parents’ deaths in his time there?”




She almost started talking. Almost. Just as she opened her mouth, she caught herself. 




“That’s not something I feel comfortable sharing with you, ma’am,” she said. “But I’ll tell Dmitri that you’d like to be informed.”




“Please do, Lady Dawn. I look forward to speaking to you again. Good night.”




From the warmth in M’s tone, it had been a test, and Dawn had passed.




Dawn looked at her phone, wondering when she was going to stop feeling like she’d gotten ready for her part in Cats only to find the rest of the cast was doing Death of a Salesman.




“Dawn?” Guardian asked.




“Yes?”




“I will contact M and introduce myself,” it told her. “I’m sure she and I will have a great deal to discuss.”




“I’m sure you will,” Dawn said faintly. “And you know…she’ll probably be a great person to pose those hypothetical situations to.”




Her phone pinged her a notification that she’d received contact information for M—a stylized calligraphed letter M with an international code and number she didn’t recognize. She saved it to her contact list. She was about to call Giles when another number rang through. Avalon.




“Have you talked to the Crow King?” Avalon asked as soon as Dawn said hello.




“Well, I don’t know if you’d call it a conversation exactly,” Dawn answered. “I introduced Dima to him. There was some interaction.”




“Some interaction doesn’t cut it,” Avalon told her. “You need to have a sit down conversation.”




“He’s been out on the terrace three times so far,” Dawn protested. “Dima’s fed him peanuts, and he put out a bird bath just for him.”




“Not the same thing,” Avalon said, spelling it out for her. “You get Dima, and the two of you go out there and talk to the Crow King.”




“What are we supposed to say?” Dawn asked, feeling a little like pitching her phone over the side of the building, since it only made her feel worse.




“Everything!” Avalon declared. “Everything about this whole thing with his parents, everything about this whole mess in Strelsau. If it’s got something to do with any of that, tell the Crow King.”




“Okay,” Dawn acceded. 




“I’m serious,” Avalon prodded. “Something’s up. Something’s coming. I can’t put my finger on it yet, but you and Dmitri are both in jeopardy, and there’s another guy. Get busy and talk to that crow!”




“I will!”




“And in the meantime, get some rubbers! The last thing you need is to be getting pregnant off your boyfriend, no matter how awesome he is.”




Dawn laid her head on the coffee table, grateful for its cool, stone surface.




When she finally got off the phone, she ate all the chocolate Dima had brought home the previous day, half a bag of corn chips with guacamole, and drank three cans of Diet Coke. Then she called Giles and got his voicemail.




“It’s Dawn,” she said. “I’m fine. We’re all fine here.”




She sighed. Ashera hopped up onto the couch and began licking her fingers for the salt leftover from the chips.




“Just a slight weapons malfunction,” she continued. “Reactor leak. Getting it locked down now. So I accidentally slipped when talking to M and made it clear that I knew stuff I have no right or ability to know, thanks to Guardian. I did not tell her about Guardian. She told me to call you and relay that she wishes to be fully informed as to how I know stuff I’m not supposed to know. Guardian said it would call her itself, as it wants to get to know her better, and so there’s that, and I’m telling you, and now—OW!”




She shook Ashera, who’d gotten overly enthusiastic in her salt foraging, off her hand.




“Now,” she continued, “I have done my duty, and you may kill me at your leisure, but I think the damn cat is going to beat you to it. So, I’ll talk to you later. I love you. Bye.”




She texted Dima.
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Then her phone started playing The Who’s “Baba O’Reilly”. She winced and answered.




“Hi, Giles.”




“Dawn, how are you?”




He didn’t sound angry, which was a relief.




“Oh, you know,” she said. “Still waiting for an officer of the French military to show up and cut my epaulets, rank insignia, medals, sash, and scabbard off with his sword.”




“Yes, I often feel the same having been on the receiving end of Jenny’s dressing down,” he replied.




It was hard to believe that Giles had ever been chewed out by Jenny, but she was grateful for the sympathy.




“And don’t fret about M learning about Guardian,” he continued. “The Council had already decided it was up to Guardian to decide who would learn of his existence.”




“I just feel like I keep messing up,” she admitted. 




“Well, you are still in pursuit of your two missions, correct?” he asked.




“As a matter of fact,” she sighed again, “Avalon called just a little bit ago and told me we need to talk with the Crow King, me and Dima. Maybe we’ll find out what the matters of life and death are. So, there’s that. And Dima’s trying to figure out how to get his mother’s remains back home without letting on to the Queen or anyone else. He spent hours with Doctor Mallard last night. I think they’re going to have some follow up meetings too.”




“If he’s unable to find a way, please let him know that we are more than willing to house them here,” Giles said.




Dawn’s throat tightened.




“Thanks, Giles,” she said. “I’ll tell him.”




“In the meantime,” he continued, “remember Marcus Aurelius, who said that one who errs because they are in pain is better forgiven than one who errs to indulge in pleasure. Then, carry on, and I’ll talk to you next Saturday.”




Which left her wondering which category she fell in.






“What do you mean they’re missing?” Dima asked, looking up from the bag of groceries he had started to put away.




“I mean, according to Guardian,” Dawn explained, “none of them have been on a phone or a device connected to the Internet or on any camera anywhere that Guardian has access, which is pretty much all of them, and M says they’re ‘unavailable’ and she’s working on re-establishing contact.”




He stared at her for a moment, dumbfounded, and then he took his phone out and dialed.




“It’s Dima,” he said after a moment. “I need your help. Call me back as soon as you can.”




“Who was that?” Dawn asked after he ended the call.




“John Brant,” he answered. “He’s met them, so he may have a chance finding them.”




“You don’t think Herr Shang can?” Dawn asked, a little diffidently.




“I think if he could, he would have,” Dima answered. “And there are limitations to his powers that I don’t understand but John Brant at least is familiar with and may not be bound by.”




“John’s more powerful than Herr Shang?” Dawn asked, astounded. 




As far as she could tell, Herr Shang had the edge over Willow, at least in experience if not pure power.




“Not necessarily,” Dima said. “Only that his power is sourced differently, which may be all it takes.”




Of course, because Willow, while Wiccan in outlook and a thaumatic autodidact, had trained in a primarily dark, invocative tradition, while Herr Shang was the son of an Other Realm witch and the grandson of one of the greatest wizards the Celestial Empire had ever produced. John Brant was a Mohican sachem. She wasn’t familiar with all that entailed, but he had talked about the Great Spirit, and her impression of Native American practices was that they were at least as holistic as Wiccan ones.




She helped Dima put away the rest of the groceries, including all the things she’d asked for, and she hadn’t even realized he’d known what a Hoho was. 




“How was your cooking class?” she asked.




“I learned how to properly wash and sanitize cooking and baking ware,” he answered cheerfully, “which pots and pans are used for what purposes, how to hold a knife properly, and how to chop vegetables without losing a finger. And then I was put to work while Gordon had a glass of the wine I brought him.”




“And the other students?” she asked. “What were they like?”




“There were no other students,” he said, giving her a slightly sour look. “Apparently, he decided I was in need of one-on-one tutelage.”




“Oh.”




She wasn’t sure if she felt guilty or not, since her machinations to get Dima to see someone qualified to provide therapy had worked out.




“Did you get a chance to talk at all?” she asked.




“We talked a great deal about my parents,” he answered, smiling slightly. “And much of my family history. He read the Hope novels when he was a boy and still finds the topic fascinating.”




He glanced up at her from the refrigerator’s vegetable bin.




“An hour and a half once a week in a kitchen so busy and loud that we can discuss anything without fear of being overheard,” he said. “And I did end up telling him some things that I hadn’t expected or particularly wanted to share, except in the moment it made perfect sense to. I suppose you got your wish.”




“Did it help?” She bit her lower lip.




He stood, pushed the drawer in with his foot, and closed the refrigerator door. Then he took her hand and drew her to him. When he kissed her, she kissed him back.




“I don’t know,” he finally answered. “I think it did or it will. Thank you.”




She hugged him, breathing a sigh of relief. Relief that it hadn’t gone all wrong. Relief that she hadn’t messed up their relationship. Relief that maybe it would be all right, and just maybe, it would get better for him.




“There’s another thing I picked up at the store,” he said. “If you’re interested.”




She looked up, and he held up a wrapped condom. She grinned.






What was that?” Dima asked, looking around.




Dawn opened her eyes and looked up. Dima still had her ankles in his hands, but he’d stopped moving. The expression on his face was…noteworthy.




“What was what?” she asked, getting up on her elbows.




“I could have sworn…”




He looked around the room.




“What?” Dawn asked, mystified.




“I could have sworn I heard someone call my name,” Dima said.




“You mean, other than me?” Dawn asked.




He flashed her a wicked smile. 




“Come here,” she said, looking up at him through her lashes and biting her lip.




He let go of her ankles and came down on his hands, lowering himself to her body. She cupped his face and kissed him. He responded.




“Better?” she asked.




“Much,” he replied.




And they began again.






The sun was an hour from setting when they went out onto the terrace. 




“Did she say he would be here?” Dima asked.




“No, just that we really needed to talk to him,” Dawn answered. “Tell him all about your parents, the queen, everything going on in Strelsau.”




“Well, if he’s not, we can check every evening, and if he shows up at the Jeffersonian, tell him we’d love to have him for dinner,” he told her.




“There’s a really bad ‘eating crow’ joke in there, isn’t there?” she asked.




“Please note, I did not make it,” he replied.




Yet the Crow King was there, perched on the tempered glass surround, and he flapped his wings. Dima bowed to him, and His Majesty dipped in return, then hopped from glass to seat to unlit fire pit to chair back and began preening.




Dawn put out a bowl of unshelled peanuts and a shallow dish of water.




“So, we’re supposed to tell you everything that’s going on,” she said, taking a seat next to Dima.




“Ima! Awn!” it answered.




“My parents, the last graf and gräfin von und zum Hentzau, were Alexi and Greta,” Dima explained. 




“Exi,” His Majesty agreed. “Greta.”




“Yes, and Greta was born Antonia Charlotte Margrethe Flavia,” he continued. “Called Greta by her family and friends. She was the Princess Royal of Ruritania.”




“Greta,” His Majesty croaked loudly. “Bray-slet!”




“Bracelet?” Dawn asked. “He knows about that?”




“I’ll go get it,” Dima said.




He got up and left Dawn with the enormous crow.




“What do you know?” Dawn asked it. “Do you know that Sycorax killed his parents? Murdered them? Just like she murdered Prince Frederick and King Thomas?”




The crow cocked its head to the side and fixed her with a black-eyed stared.




“Sik. Or. Ax,” it said, the sounds harshly garbled, as if it spoke with a particular crow accent in English. “Sik-or-ax.”




It hopped down to the table, ignoring the peanuts, which Dawn knew it loved, and began to burble at her, the liquid, chuckling sounds crows made among themselves, and she listened, blinking.




He was talking.




He was talking, but she couldn’t understand what he was saying.




“Wait,” she said. “Wait, slow down.”




And to her astonishment, he slowed down, repeating sounds he’d already made. She closed her eyes and listened, focused on what she knew she could do though she didn’t know exactly how. Two years previously, she’d sat in a tavern in a Greek island’s fishing village and started learning a worn dialect of Cretian over roast chicken. She’d spoken countless tongues since then, figured out how to communicate with Vashta Nerada, and was probably the premier cuneiform reader on the planet after more than five thousand translations.




It was telling her something, if only she could pick it out.




Illness. Death. Sacrifice. Doom.




“Wait,” she pled, her head starting to ache again. “Who was sick? Who died?”




Crows.




The sound brought to her mind images of tens of thousands of sick and dying crows. An illness, a deadly one, wiping out nests and rookeries, killing hatchlings and parents alike. Nearly half of all the crows died.




Sacrifice. Repayment. Doom. Fate.




“What was sacrificed?” she asked. “What was repaid?”




Life. The son of the Crow King. Th—




“Bracelet!” His Majesty cried.




“Dawn?” Dima asked as he sat back down, holding the bracelet.




The pressure in her head ebbed away.




“He was talking,” Dawn said. “In crow, and I was starting to understand, but it really hurts. I’ve never had so much trouble understanding something.”




“Bracelet!” the Crow King shrieked and flapped his wings. “Sycorax! Greta! Armband!”




“Es ist genau hier!” Dima answered, holding up the bracelet.




His Majesty tapped the surface of the coffee table, and when Dima didn’t respond, he pecked at his hand and then at the table again. Dawn watched, amazed, as Dima put the bracelet down in front of the Crow King.




“My mother wore this,” he said, taking Dawn’s hand and squeezing it tight. “Each of the charms symbolizes one of her children.”




The crow leaned forward and put the point of his beak on the green and black charm.




“Ima!”




Dmitri gasped.




“Red-Rick,” the crow said as it tapped the second and then the third. “Gretel.”




His Majesty tapped the fourth, fifth, and sixth charms with gurgling sounds, but Dawn heard the meaning behind them.




Death-grief. Death-grief. Death-grief.




“I don’t—” she started.




Then it came to the real egg, the one wrapped in pierced gold.




“Greta.”




“This wasn’t here when I—” Dima began, reaching out to touch it with his finger.




The crow slashed at him with his beak, forcing Dima to pull his hand back or have it stabbed. Dima hissed in shock at the close call.




Before either of them could say or do anything, His Majesty poked his beak beneath the links of the bracelet, pushed his head into the jeweled circle, and then leapt into the air, wings beating, the bracelet hanging around his neck like a livery collar. Dima jumped to his feet, trying to catch him, but failing.




“No!” Dima cried.




But the Crow King was gone, and so was the bracelet.




“Why?” Dima asked, looking around.




“I don’t know,” Dawn replied. 




She didn’t, but she had the terrible feeling that she ought to, that she was staring at a jigsaw puzzle, and all she had to do was arrange the pieces correctly, and she’d understand what she was looking at. She just didn’t know how.




Dima stared after the Crow King’s flight. It was nearly dark and impossible to see the bird once it was past the glass surround. She took his hand again, and they went back inside. Dawn closed the door behind her.




“Maybe that’s what was supposed to happen,” she suggested. “Maybe that’s what Avalon meant.”




“I don’t know,” Dima murmured, his gaze fixed somewhere that wasn’t there. 




“What if—” she started.




She was interrupted by someone pounding on the front door. Dima and Dawn exchanged a look, and Dima went over to the door, checking the eyehole first. He made a noise of surprise and opened the door.




“Well, it’s about damn time, handsome,” John Brant declared. “I’ve only been knocking for ten minutes.”




The Defining Trait of Humanity



John Brant was fairly short, wiry of build, and looked like he’d stumbled through a burned out wreck of a building before coming up to their floor.




“What happened?” Dawn asked, worried.




He gave her a mostly amused look, but there was a shade of something sour in it.




“What happened?” he asked back. “I get a message from this specimen of manly beauty in his ‘shit just got real’ voice, and you’re asking me ‘what happened?’. That’s my line, chica.”




Both Dawn and Dima stared at him, though Dima at least moved enough to close the door behind him, lest Ashera get out. Ashera, however, was too busy stropping herself against John Brant’s ankles to make a break for it.




“I came here as quickly as I could,” John said, “which, while it didn’t involve crossing the Atlantic, was still a not-fun trip. You’re lucky we’re off rotation through the end of August. I was in Wisconsin until thirty minutes ago.”




Too far away for a plane flight, Dawn knew, which meant he had to have used some sort of magic. Willow, she knew, had teleported others—Glorificus being one—and had gotten from Haven to Strelsau by way of a pair of matched magical chests built of wood from Chataigne’s tree. She suspected Herr Shang had on at least a couple of occasions moved from one point to another without crossing the intervening space, but he was well more than a hundred years old, descended from Sycorax and Caliban, and knew Strelsau like the lines of his palm. If John Brant had moved from Wisconsin to Washington DC in less than thirty minutes, he was slinging some serious magic.




“Dawn, would you bring a change of clothes from my closet—t-shirt and sweatpants, please,” Dima asked.




She nodded and went to their bedroom.




“Oh, we have time to change for dinner?” Brant asked.




“Sabrina, Lee, and Cole are missing,” Dima told him with no preamble. “M was unable to tell us where they are, but the subtext was that they’re in danger.”




She missed the rest of the conversation as she dove into the closet and went through Dima’s drawers, picking out the smallest items she could. She wasn’t usually aware of people’s sizes other than those shorter than her were small and those taller than her were big. Therefore, Dima, Xander, Lee, and Giles were big while Cole and Riley were very big. Sabrina, Willow, and Jenny were small. Buffy, Faith, and Gretel were very small. Brant was enough shorter than her—probably five foot five or shorter—that he would swim in Dima’s clothes, but it wasn’t as though there was a lot of choice. He hadn’t, after all, brought luggage.




When she returned, Brant had already taken off his shirt and stood at the kitchen sink, wiping down with a wet washcloth. Riley’s squad was military, so even though Brant was not a standard fighter, he was well muscled and looked like he could survive a game of Jumanji. Ashera sat on the counter next to the sink, purring, and trying to groom whatever piece of Brant came within reach.




“What, do you starve this cat and beat her as well?” Brant asked.




“Daily,” Dima replied. “I also insult her political views, disparage her family, and mock her budding attempts at watercolors.”




“Sounds like you, bud,” Brant answered. “Thanks, Dawn.”




He stripped down to his underwear, and Dawn turned her back, embarrassed. Dima looked down at her and gave her a smile. 




“What the hell have the two of you been up to?” Brant asked. “You’ve got the weirdest auras. Both of you. And—”




He stopped, and Dawn glanced over her shoulder. Brant had gone very still, standing on one leg, and had an expression that fell well within the parameters of ‘shit just got real’.




“So, Dima,” he said in an extremely casual tone of voice, “you remember that police station we blew up? What were the names of the ladies we rescued?”




“You blew up a police station?” Dawn asked, horrified.




“It was necessary,” Dima told her. “And you, John, have no right to expect me to remember their names, as we were never introduced properly, but they were Detective Dani Reese and Arizay Fuentes.”




“You met Arizay?” Dawn asked, amazed.




“Less met than rescued from a pack of emptied out, homicidal flesh sacks determined to kill every Potential which crossed their path,” he explained.




“You fought bringers?!” she demanded.




Brant’s eyes flicked over to her, but came back to Dima. 




“So, Dima, you tell your sweetie about San Junipero?” he asked.




Dawn looked over at Dima, curious, only to see that he had blushed incandescent red. He had blushed so deeply, the tips of his ears and points of his cheeks were nearly purple.




“What was San Junipero?” Dawn asked, fascinated.




“Is there a reason you choose to mention that now?” Dima asked John in a strangled voice.




“Team got called in last month to help with a coven of skin-walkers,” John replied, relaxing and going back to scrubbing soot off his skin. “Bad things, skin-walkers, and we were not on our home territory. At least one got away.”




Still not following, she looked back up at Dima, whose blush was beginning to fade. His shoulders had relaxed a little as well. Brant saw her confusion.




“The thing about skin-walkers,” he explained, “is that they can look like anyone if they get a chance to kill the person, skin them, and cast a spell on themselves while wearing the skin.”




She made a noise of revulsion.




“But what they can’t do,” Brant continued, “is copy the scars a person has—”




“Oh!”




“Or know facts that only the person in question knows,” Brant added.




“Or blush,” Dima sighed.




“Or blush,” John repeated, switching to his feet, which had been the only part of his lower half exposed. “So, considering both your auras are lit up like the northern lights, I’m guessing that you’ve been up to something.”




“Small healing potion,” Dawn muttered. “Wiped out our scars.”




Brant gave both of them a very dubious look.




“Would you feel better if I spilled a drop of blood for you?” Dima asked. 




When Brant paused before answering, Dima went around to the knife block and took a paring knife out. Holding it so Brant could watch, he cut the pad of his thumb and waited for a bead of crimson to grow, and then held it out to the shaman. Brant wiped the drop of blood onto his own thumb and rubbed it between thumb and forefinger, closing his eyes.




“You’re you,” he concluded, and washed his hand under the faucet.




He started pulling on clothes, looking less like a kid playing dress up than a very tired man who’d just had a bad scare..




“So, tell me about your friends,” he said.




They went into the living room and took seats, Dima at one end of the sofa with Dawn perched beside him, and John at the other end. Ashera laid between the two men, flicking her tail like a debutante with a fan and purring the whole while.




“Got any belongings of theirs?” Brant asked after Dima and Dawn had filled him in.




Dawn retrieved her bag and took out the items Sabrina, Cole, and Lee had given her to prime the bag to recognize them—the dream catcher Sabrina had made Dawn, Cole’s second favorite baseball cap, and a map of one corner of the catacombs of Strelsau Lee had drawn on graph paper. John took each in turn and held it, closing his eyes and using all his other senses to draw knowledge from them. After several minutes, he opened his eyes and sighed.




“Okay, I’ll set up out there, under the sky,” he said. “It may take me a while. If you guys could rustle up some food, I’d appreciate it.”




Dima joined him on the terrace and helped him move furniture around to make the space more friendly to his efforts. Then he left Brant sitting on a blanket on the tiled floor, several bowls spaced in front of him, one of which contained burning sage, the others containing salt, feathers, a handful of beads, and water.




When Dima came back in, Dawn asked what she’d been dying to ask.




“What’s San Junipero?”




It had been warm and humid outside, and Dima was a little flushed, but he went much pinker and stopped before he sat down beside her. He ducked his head and scratched at the back of it.




“Dima?”




“It’s not—” he started and then stopped. “I don’t—”




Dawn watched, riveted, as he fumbled. He took a deep breath.




“It’s a very small Filipino fishing village,” he said. “John and I ended up spending about four days there while we waited to be picked up after the end of a mission.”




“Okay,” Dawn said, baffled by the difference between how ordinary his answer was and how extraordinary his blush was. “So?”




He shot her an incredibly annoyed look. So he didn’t want to talk about it because he was embarrassed by…what?




“Oh.”




Then the realization really hit.




“Oh!”




He looked about as uncomfortable as she’d ever seen him.




“I just thought, you said you only really cheated on Talia once, with Abigail Wickham,” she bumbled, trying to find a way to pass it off.




If anything, he looked angrier.




“I never thought of it as cheating,” Dima muttered. “Or as anything other than…”




At first, she thought he’d shrugged, but when she didn’t see his shoulders go down, she realized he was actually that tense. Dawn opened her mouth to say something and then closed it, at a loss. Precious seconds ticked by, and she needed to say something, lest he think she held it against him.




“Dima, it’s okay,” she finally managed.




“Okay?” he demanded.




“Yes,” she said. “Whatever ‘it’ was, it’s okay. You can tell me about it, o-or not tell me about it. Count it or not count it. Whatever you need to do, just do that, okay? I’ll live.”




He stopped his pacing to stare at her, and she twiddled her fingers under his gaze.




“I swore I’d be honest with you,” he said.




“Yeah, well, I’m guessing you could honestly say that you really don’t want to talk about this,” she told him. “And I’m fine with that.”




The idea of another long, dragged out excavation of Dmitri’s troubles upset her stomach. When he realized she was serious, his shoulders relaxed, and he ran his fingers through his hair.




“Thank you,” he breathed.




She shrugged, still uneasy.




“And I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I…this whole day has been…”




“I know,” she agreed.




He stepped toward her and put his arms around her, and she leaned in, letting her head rest on his shoulder and closing her eyes.






When John Brant came back in, sweaty from the sultry night, he was solemn of expression and manner.




“Guys, your friends are not on this Earthly plane,” he said.




For a moment, it was just as bad as the split-second after Dima’s vicious comment the previous morning. The air solidified into something sticky and hateful, and sound crumpled into dry, meaningless vibrations.




“They’re not dead,” Dima clarified, straightening up.




“No, I don’t think so,” Brant answered, sitting across from them. “Those three would have left a mark on this world by dying, and at their age, with all three of them, their deaths would have to have been violence or an accident, and that leaves restless spirits. There’s none of that.”




Dima put an arm around her and pulled her in.




“Dawn, they’re not dead,” he whispered. “Breathe. Just breathe.”




She managed to inhale and after a moment, her normal breathing resumed.




“Then what do you mean ‘not on this Earthly plane’?” she asked.




“There are limitations to what I can see,” Brant answered, pulling his shirt back on. “I can’t look into any of the shadow worlds without entering them, and besides, your friends aren’t shamans and haven’t been trained in walking the Ways. Sabrina could probably move to the Other Realm. Cole might be able to step into the spirit world, since he can already see and talk to restless spirits. Lee wouldn’t be able to do either. Seeing as how all three of them are missing, I’m guessing they didn’t just walk off in different directions and port themselves off this physical plane.”




“That makes sense,” Dawn said weakly.




He’d given her a bad scare.




“As for the rest,” Brant continued, “this plane may contain the entirety of the universe, all fourteen billion years of it, but I can pretty much only find someone on the surface of this planet. Too far underground, underwater, or too high up in the air, and I won’t see them. Not unless we’ve already set up a direct line.”




“What about Charles Wallace?” Dima asked.




“Him?” John returned. “Nice guy. What about him?”




“I heard him call my name earlier today,” Dima explained. “As clear as if he were standing at my elbow. He’s not a spirit talker like Cole, but he does have some abilities beyond the normal.”




“What were you doing?” John asked. “Were you sleeping?”




Dawn felt herself blush.




“Oh,” John chuckled, not waiting for Dima to answer. “Say no more. Well, Charles and I have talked more than once, and if he had reached out to me or was reaching out in general, I should have felt it in my search. I didn’t sense him, and I did hear those moai that survived the Easter Island eruption complaining about how the boats they’re on are making them seasick.”




Dima and Dawn were duly impressed.




“So we’re stuck?” Dawn asked. “There’s no way to find them?”




John held his hand out, palm down, and waggled it. 




“I’m not seeing anything,” he said. “And if M and Mister Shang haven’t got anything, I wouldn’t expect to. Again, I don’t think they’re dead. I do think they’re out of reach, and barring some other player with a very different line of work than me, M, and Mister Shang, I don’t think we’ll hear anything until your buds figure out how to reach out to us.”




Dawn looked at Dima.




“A player with a very different line of work?” Dawn asked. 




“Can you think of one?” he asked in return.




“Yes,” she replied, “but I don’t know how to find him on my own.”






Monday was difficult. She had a stack of translations to catch up on after missing Friday. Angela kept checking on her, since Dawn had admitted that she and Dima’d had a fight Friday morning. Worst, though, was the anticipation that Dima would be coming in near the end of the day to collect his mother’s remains.




Mid-morning, she picked up the six tubs filled with scanned, chipped, bagged, and sorted cuneiform tablets and loaded them onto a cart to return to the Mesopotamian section. Only, on arriving, half the shelves in the storeroom were empty.




“Being moved to deep storage,” one of the doctoral students told her. “In the basement.”




Irritated that no one had seen fit to tell her when she handled more of the tablets than anyone else, she steered the cart back to the freight elevator and took it down to the first of the basement levels. There, a distracted clerk who nodded his appreciation for her patience, checked a tattered print out of the storage sections and pointed her towards a spot two floors down, near the northeastern corridor. Dawn memorized the route he showed her, steered the cart back into the elevator and headed back.




There were times, occasionally, when the empty ranks of towering shelves, buzzing lights, and smell of dust, wood, and fabric left her feeling just a tiny bit haunted. Usually all she had to do was listen, and she’d hear the footsteps of someone in another aisle, retrieving or returning an object, music from someone’s office, or a distant conversation. Even early in the morning, there were people here before her. She’d noticed the staff of the Jeffersonian had a devotee’s contempt for regular business hours, and some of them were downright resentful that they occasionally had to leave the building for food or sleep.




This floor, though, at this time of the morning, was astonishingly quiet. The lights were on motion sensors, so the entire floor was dark except for the bank by the door she entered through. The only sounds were the whirr of the AC, the clunk of the power relays to the lights opening, and the buzz of the fluorescent lights warming up. Dawn followed the path she’d memorized and found the shelves where the other tubs had been placed. Some of the shelves around were bare even of dust while others were loaded up with disorganized relics and others still held neatly sorted and tagged items. She checked the shelf labels, followed them to the spot her tubs belonged, and carefully lifted them. The last two had to go on the top shelf of the next section, well above her head, so she went back to the entrance, found the rolling stairs, pushed them to her aisle, locked the wheels, and climbed with the first of the two tubs. 




As she pushed it into place, she peered through the levels of shelves and their contents into the darkened section neighboring her own. Silhouettes of neatly stacked pottery, stone carvings, and grave goods filled rank after rank, no details beyond the outline of the objects in differing shades of gray. It was an intriguing monochromatic composition. Knowing she’d never be able to spend the time down there to draw it properly, she pulled out her camera, framed her shot, and took a picture.




The flash went off, and she cursed. Of course it went off. The light level was too low. To Dawn’s surprise, the flash hadn’t set off the motion detector, and the lights hadn’t come on, so she checked her phone’s camera settings, turned off the flash, and took another picture. Pleased with herself, she put her phone away, climbed down the stairs, picked up the second tub, and placed it beside the first.




It was after she’d returned the stairs and pressed the elevator call button but before the elevator arrived that she took her phone back out to check the shot. Silly. If she really wanted it, she would have checked it while she was on the stairs and taken more shots to get a variety of compositions. Still, it had come out very nicely, a great guide for a drawing she could start back at Dima’s. Then she flicked it to the right to see what the picture with the flash looked like.




Mmm. With the bright light and hard shadows, it was much more cluttered. There was still a rhythm to it that could yield a good piece with some judicious editing. She’d have to do some experimenting with the color palette. Where was the elevator? She checked the time on her phone. Ah, just after nine a.m. Everyone was arriving, and probably even the freight elevator had a line at the first floor. She glanced back at the picture, wondering if maybe fussing with the color intensity might help, locked her phone, and then nearly dropped it while trying to unlock it.




Once unlocked, she brought the picture up again and scanned it for whatever had made her jump.




There.




A profile. A human profile. 




There was a bar of shadow across it, where the light had been blocked by a shelf, but it wasn’t a sculpture or a painting. It was a person, standing four rows down from where she’d been. Standing so still that the lights had eventually gone off and stayed that way. The elevator dinged, and she ignored it. Instead, she went back into the store room, pausing again.




Dry wit is a great thing to have, Xander had once told her, but never underestimate the tactical advantage of a great big stick.




Right. 




She kept her baton on her at all times now, tucked away in her jeans against her hip, hidden by the long, untucked tunic she wore. She took it out and flicked it open. Then she paused again, took out her phone, opened her text messages, and sent one to Angela.




Checking out a weird thing in basement 2 storage, NE corner. If I’m not back up in 10 minutes, please send cavalry.




Then she went in.




As soon as she set foot in that section, the lights came on with the same clunk and buzz of the other sections. She counted four rows down from the one she’d been in, stood close to the stacked boxes at the end of the row, and peered around. There, near the entrance of the aisle, stood Doctor Sayad. His collar was open, and he wore a necklace of large copper and silver links. Hanging slightly off-center was a rough piece of jadeite. He didn’t move. He didn’t notice her. He just stared off into space, his expression blank.




“Doctor Sayad?” she called.




The last word from Doctor Saroyan and Doctor Goodman was that Dawn was still assigned to Doctor Sayad, but that he would no longer be supervising her work. Everything went through Angela, and Angela relayed anything Sayad wanted her to know, which was apparently nothing, since he hadn’t replied to anything Angela had said or emailed him. 




She waved the baton through his field of vision, but he didn’t react. He could have been standing there all night for all she knew. The lights were timed for fifteen minutes of inactivity, which the clerk upstairs had mentioned irritated nearly everyone who had reason to go in there, as there was plenty of reason to sit on the floor and sort through labels or something else in a way that left the motion sensors completely ignorant.




She stepped closer and took as good of a look at the necklace as she could. She didn’t know a lot about jade other than it was extremely hard, fairly rare, and had been used primarily by Eastern and Meso-American cultures. The bronze and silver links, though, weren’t either of those styles. They looked Mesopotamian. She racked her brain for any examples of Mesopotamia using jade and couldn’t come up with anything.




On the shelf to the side, she saw the box he’d removed the necklace from. What had he been doing.




“Doctor Sayad?” she called again.




This time, he blinked.




“Doctor Sayad, are you all right?” she asked.




He slowly started moving, like he was just waking up. He blinked some more and then raised his hand and wiped his eyes. Then he made a face, the kind Dawn recognized from when she’d fallen asleep on her desk, cheek flat on an open book. It was when she realized she wouldn’t be human until she’d brushed her teeth.




“ ’Ayn ana?” he asked in Arabic.




“You’re in the basement of the Jeffersonian Institute,” she told him. “Do you remember how you got here?”




“No,” he said softly, switching to English. “I was on a dig in Syria, and…who are you?”




“My name’s Dawn Summers,” she told him. “I’m an intern. I’m working on a project for you. Are you feeling all right?”




“Fine,” he said, distant and soft, as if he were trying to remember if he left the stove on while he made conversation. “I’m fine. What project are you working on?”




“The cuneiform?” Dawn reminded him, certain something was wrong, but unable to figure out what. “I’m translating the cuneiform tablets for you.”




“Are you?” A spark of interest appeared in his expression. “That’s very nice. How is it going?”




“I’m ninety percent done,” she told him.




He looked down at his suit, disconcerted, ran his hands down his lapels to his pockets and then flapped the sides several times as if he were airing himself out. When he looked back at her, there was definitely more of him there.




“Really?” he asked. “Ninety percent? That’s…very good work, Miss Summers. I shall have to write you a commendation.”




“Doctor, why did you put on the necklace?” she asked him.




“Necklace?” 




He reached up and touched the piece of jade, smaller than her thumb and wrapped in silver and copper wire, since it was too hard to drill a pendant hole.




“Oh, yes,” he said softly. “Jade. Never used much in European cultures outside of the Neolithic. Excellent for protective amulets and preventing possession.”




“Doctor?” she prompted him.




He looked at her, and his gaze sharpened into something that made her hair stand up. She took a step back. He wasn’t hostile or angry. He was scared.




He cleared his throat and made no sudden moves.




“Miss…Summers, is it?” he asked.




“Yes.”




“I must ask you, beg you, please,” he beseeched her, “to say nothing of this. I will return the necklace as soon as I have solved the problem I am struggling with.”




He moved towards the main aisle, and she backed up, but stayed between him and the exit.




“What problem is that?” Dawn asked him. “Maybe I can help.”




He looked horrified.




“No,” he swore. “No, on no account must you tamper with this, Miss Summers. I swear to you, I mean no one any harm, but I must deal with this on my own.”




He took another step towards the exit, and she backed up another step.




“Doctor Sayad, I’m not the only person worried about you,” she explained. “Can’t you tell me anything?”




“It’s looking for something,” he said. “And I can’t let it find it.”




He feinted to his left, and when Dawn mirrored him, he stepped around to his right, slipping past her and running for the exit.




“Doctor Sayad, wait!” she yelled.




She heard him slam the doors open and leave. By the time she reached the elevator, he was gone. He’d probably taken the stairs, and there was no way for her to tell if he’d gone down to the lower levels or up to the main level and the rest of the world. She just knew it wasn’t good.




She had gone back in and searched the shelves for any other clues when Angela called.




“Is everything okay?” Angela asked. “Only the cavalry here is loaded for bear and itching for a chance to try its new rubber band gun, so say the word, and Hodgins will be down there like a shot.”




“No, I’m fine,” Dawn said, looking around her with great irritation. She’d taken pictures of everything and forwarded them to Giles and John Brant. “I ran into Doctor Sayad, and he was actually kind of nice. It was extremely strange.”




“Yeah, I can see where that would set off your alarms,” Angela replied. “Head on up. We’ve got work to do.”






Dawn met Dima and John Brant for lunch at the Jeffersonian cafe. They sat outside waiting for His Majesty to return. Dima remained nearly silent and withdrawn, but John, at least, was willing to talk. She told him about running into Doctor Sayad in the storage room, the necklace he’d pilfered, and his ominous words.




“Any other details on the necklace?” John asked.




Dawn shrugged as she took another bite of salad.




“It was actually Hittite,” she told him. “Discovered during a 1923 dig outside of Iskenderun. Except I never heard of Hittites or anyone in that region using jade.”




“They didn’t,” John replied. “You have to go to Western Europe for any examples. The rest is China, Japan, and Central America.”




“So why did some Hittite make a necklace with a chunk of jade?” she asked. “And what’s gotten into—or possibly out of—Doctor Sayad?”




“You said he’s Syrian?” John asked.




“Yemeni,” Dawn replied. “But he said the last thing he remembered was being on a dig in Syria. I can email Doctor Fenniman from the British Museum and see if he can tell me more about him.”




“Syria,” John muttered, fidgeting with a french fry. “Well, the western portion of Syria was part of the Hittite empire, so it’s possible the dig he was on was Hittite. The only connection I’ve ever heard between Hittites and jade was a mention of the Spear of the Waters of Creation, the weapon Tiamat used to banish Gozer to another plane of existence.”




“Isn’t Tiamat Assyrian?” Dawn asked, glancing at Dima, who hadn’t said a word the whole conversation.




“She is,” John confirmed. “But Gozer was Hittite. Mean sumbitch too. Not that I think Doctor Sayad’s issue has anything to do with Gozer. Last time he poked his head into this plane, a group up in New York City lit him up for his troubles.”




“Okay, so how do we figure this out?” she asked.




“Well, there are some things I can do to get a peek at what the necklace is doing, if anything’s in Sayad’s head,” John said. “But they require a little light kidnapping, some duct tape, and maybe a little bloodletting. Not my first choice.”




“Yeah, that sounds a little, um, ambitious,” Dawn said. “And by the way, how does a Mohican shaman go around spouting stuff on Gozer?”




“Same way a SoCal chick translates cuneiform in her sleep,” John answered. “Lots of practice. Finn’s squad deals with threats around the world. Demonology and magic, those are shaped by people’s religious and cultural beliefs, and a lot of what’s out there is remnants from before the Industrial Age. Hell, nearly a third of it’s from before the Iron Age. Gotta know what you’re dealing with if you’re going to fight it effectively.”




“Are you coming to the August meeting at Haven?” she asked. “I know Giles sent an invite to Riley. You should give a talk on this.”




“Yeah, I’ll be there,” John answered. “And sign me up to give a talk. Much as I dig Finn and the work we do, there is only so much one squad can do, and I, for one, look forward to aging out of combat with all my limbs intact. Finn knows as much as I do that we should be training the next generation, but hell if he’s got time.”




Dawn sighed and glanced at Dima, who had arranged his uneaten coleslaw around the rim of his plate.




“We need to start mobilizing Slayers,” she said. “And we need more Watchers. Like, a lot more Watchers. Wouldn’t it be great if we could start building multiple squads of Slayer, Watcher, Wizard, and support staff, ready to go, maybe even placed at all the major Hellmouths around the world with a couple more on call.”




“You’re talking about at least a dozen, maybe as many as twenty squads,” Brant pointed out.




“Well, we’ve got the Slayers,” Dawn said. “And from what I’ve seen, we need to start putting them to work.”




Angela appeared and leaned in next to Dima.




“Doctor Mallard and Special Agent Gibbs are here,” she said. “You guys ready?”




Dawn quickly picked up their trash while John neatly stacked dishes to be picked up after they left. She took Dima’s hand on the way back in, and he held tight to it.




Inside Doctor Brennan’s lab, Doctor Mallard waited with her an older man with the distinct bearing and attitude of a soldier. Dawn remembered from Jarod’s introduction at the Solstice Ball at Haven that Supervisory Special Agent Leroy Jethro Gibbs of the Naval Criminal Investigative Service had been a gunnery sergeant in the Marine Corps. He’d been as taciturn and unbending then as he was now, though at least at the ball, he’d had reason to smile. Here, he was nearly as grim as Dima.




“It’s good to meet you, Mr. Hentzau,” Gibbs said, shaking his hand.




“Thank you, sir,” Dima answered, his voice soft. “My father taught me your name and told me that you’d performed a great service for our family. Your people will always find welcome and safety with mine.”




“I appreciate that,” Gibbs replied. “You and your father have kept his word.”




Special Agent Seeley Booth stood off to the side with Alex Radziwill of the State Department and Gordon Wyatt. Dawn was just as surprised as Dima at their presence.




“Thank you for being here,” Dima murmured to Wyatt.




“My dear graf,” Wyatt said in his gentle voice, “if there are any words of comfort I can offer, just let me know.”




“Thank you again.”




Strangely, everything everyone said sounded exactly like everything everyone had said at Dawn’s mom’s funeral. That’s when she realized that was what this was. Everyone else there had figured it out. John Brant wore black pants and a black shirt buttoned up to the collar. Dima wore, not the white linen suit Ruritanian diplomats wore in the summer, but a severe black suit, black silk waistcoat, and black tie. He wore his signet ring, which was unusual, and no watch.




Angela wore a striking black dress that somehow looked nothing like a cocktail dress and a step or two short of widow’s weeds. Hodgins had worn a button down shirt and tie, which was unheard of for him. Doctor Saroyan wore a dark blue dress and black sweater. Even Doctor Brennan had changed from gray slacks and a blue-green blouse to a dark gray dress with low heels. Meanwhile, Dawn had on her white and canary yellow A-line dress and a sky blue sweater. She blushed in an agony of mortification but stayed quiet. 




Gordon Wyatt retreated, and Gibbs and Doctor Mallard rejoined them.




“Hentzau, you remember Mr. Radziwill,” Booth said, extending a hand towards Radziwill in demonstration.




“I do,” Dima answered, his voice clipped. “You’ll forgive me if I ask why a member of the State department felt it was necessary to attend this…event.”




Radziwill glanced up at Dawn, and she stepped back to give them room for a private discussion, but Dima wouldn’t let go of her hand. She looked up at him.




“Please stay,” he whispered.




She stayed. Radziwill accepted it without turning a hair.




“You understand, the FBI takes a very dim view of the cover up of two murders by the second DC sniper,” Booth said, glowering at the general circumstances. “Especially since the second DC sniper was never identified.”




“The thing is, Your Highness,” Radziwill said, “there’s a great deal more going on than some unfortunate confusion over human remains.”




“I was able to trace the point at which my assistant accidentally placed the paperwork to send your mother’s remains to the Ruritanian embassy with the remains of a Naval officer who’d died by misadventure,” Doctor Mallard explained. “Please accept my deepest and most humble apologies.”




Dawn looked at Radziwill and then back at Doctor Mallard and then over at Dima and then at Booth, trying to keep track of who knew what, what prevarications had been invented to cover Doctor Mallard’s efforts to keep his promise to Dima’s parents, and what other stories were being told, and realized that she didn’t know. She ducked her head and decided to stay quiet unless forced to speak, for fear that she might give something away.




“The investigation to your parents’ murders was a top priority for the FBI,” Booth continued. “Originally.”




“Because one of the other victims had been shot on Naval grounds,” Gibbs added, “my department worked with the FBI in its investigation.”




“However, three days after their deaths, the agents were reassigned and the files were closed,” Booth said. “The FBI was told NCIS was taking over the investigation.”




“NCIS was told the FBI took it over,” Gibbs added. “In reality, it went away.”




“How can that happen?” Dawn asked.




“It happened,” and Radziwill cocked a jaundiced eye at her, “because an unidentified person high up in the State department pushed a few levers, pulled a few strings, and made it happen. All documentation referring to your parents’ deaths and communications with the Ruritanian embassy from that time have been classified at a level higher than I have authorization for. Currently. Rest assured, I will determine who was responsible for this.”




“I spoke with your father three days before his death,” Gibbs told him. “He believed he and your mother were in danger, and he was taking precautions—varying his schedule, never taking the same route twice, sharing his schedule and destinations only with those he trusted most.”




“Dmitri,” Doctor Mallard said after Dima had stared blankly ahead for a moment, “the day your parents were killed, they arranged to meet me well outside of DC. I believe they did so because they knew the sniper was a threat to them, and he had never strayed outside the city. Yet, he found them forty miles away. I must say, there is every indication that your parents were betrayed.”




“By whom?” Dima asked, his voice rough.




“By someone inside the embassy,” Radziwill told him.




Dawn felt his hand tighten on hers and looked up to see sweat at his hairline.




“None of what we have learned has been shared outside of this circle,” Radziwill told him. “My direct supervisor understands that I am investigating a threat to a foreign diplomat, but nothing more. I want you to understand that the United States government does not countenance the murder of diplomats on its soil, and it most especially does not tolerate assassination.”




Dawn watched as Dima swallowed.




“There were precious few members of the embassy my parents trusted at that time,” he managed. “The only one my father would possibly have confided in is Secundus. They had been friends for twenty years. It doesn’t seem likely.”




“A secretary could have seen a note or listened to a message,” Booth suggested. 




“Is everyone ready?” Doctor Brennan called. 




They broke up and moved towards the lighted table which held the mortal remains of Greta, Gräfin von und zum Hentzau, once Antonia, Princess Royal of Ruritania. Angela stood at the head. At the foot of the table was the finely joined casket Leroy Gibbs had made for her bones. Dima took his place at the side of the table with Dawn at his right and John Brant at his left. Everyone else took a spot where they fit.




“Perhaps a moment of silence,” Gordon Wyatt suggested.




Everyone bowed their heads, even Doctor Brennan, though she didn’t hold her hands in front of her like everyone else did. But then, Dawn only held onto Dima’s right hand with both of hers, and Dima, she saw, took out his rosary with his left hand and held a bead between thumb and forefinger. She looked up and saw his lips move in silent prayer. 




Unser Vater, der in Himmel est, geheiligt werde dein Name…




She wondered briefly if her mother’s death would have been any easier to bear if she’d had the kind of faith Dima did. She had no idea, especially since he had such a hard time of it himself.




Angela cleared her throat at the end of the long silence.




“Dmitri asked me to say a few words,” she explained.




Dawn blinked with surprise. Angela hadn’t said anything to her. Neither had Dima.




“It’s a big, cold, lonely universe out there, guys,” Angela said, a smile of grief and empathy lifting the corners of her mouth. “And we all struggle with the idea of mortality. Not just our own, but that of our loved ones as well. Never mind tool making, language, or culture. The defining trait of humanity is that we can foresee our deaths and the deaths of those we love. In order to bear it, we comfort ourselves by taking care of bodies of those who have died. We honor them. We cherish them. For a brief time, we make a light in this cold, lonely place that draws others to us so that we can share our grief, sustain our hearts, and make sense of our loss.”




Dima was crying, eyes closed, and tears slipping down his cheeks. Dawn saw John lift a hand and put it on his back.




“Sometimes,” Angela continued, “we lose the chance to do this. A person goes missing. Or they die away from home. Or some terrible person takes them from us long before their time. Maybe there’s no one to grieve with us. Maybe we don’t know how to grieve in a way that comforts us. Something goes wrong, and we’re left even colder and more alone than before. I think all of us can remember a time when we endured more pain than we should have to, when we couldn’t make or find a light, when we couldn’t make sense of what we lost. I think when that happens, we should get a do-over. The forensic anthropology lab of the Jeffersonian Institute has several missions, but chief among them is identifying human remains so that they may be returned to their loved ones, so that their loved ones finally get their do-over. They get to honor and cherish the one they lost. They get to kindle that light and warm their souls in its glow, and maybe even share that comfort with others who have lost as well.”




Dawn felt Dima’s shoulders shake with a silent sob and held on to him as tightly as she could, aware that she was crying now too.




“So, Antonia Charlotte Margrethe Flavia,” Angela recited the name of Dima’s mother, “loved and was loved by Rupert Alexander Wilhelm Dmitri. She had two living children by him, Dmitri and Gretel. She was taken from her family before her time, and now we have a chance to help Dmitri grieve for his loss. That’s what makes this cold and lonely universe bearable. That’s what makes us human. Dima, I am so sorry. I wish I could have had the chance to know your mother. If you are a reflection of her, and I think you are, she was a remarkable person, and we have all lost something in losing her.”




It was silent for a moment, and then Doctor Brennan, who stood at Angela’s right hand spoke.




“In consideration of the injuries your mother endured,” she said, “I believe she must have been a very strong and determined individual. While I cannot say that I would necessarily have liked her, I believe I would have admired her had I been given the opportunity to meet her.”




“Dmitri, your mother and your father both were true friends,” Doctor Mallard said. “I see the mark of their goodness in you, and I would be proud if you called me your friend as well.”




“Thank you,” Dima whispered.




“They were good people,” Gibbs said. “They’re missed.”




No one else felt comfortable speaking, so everyone but Dawn, Dima, John, and Doctor Mallard left the table.




“Why, Angela Montenegro,” Dawn heard Gordon Wyatt say, “I had no idea.”




Dima put his arm around Dawn’s shoulders and held her tightly. Doctor Mallard opened the casket, and he and John Brant took turns placing bones inside, agreeing without speaking as to which order—femurs on the outside, then filled in with the other long bones, the ribs, the vertebrae, the pelvis, the hand and foot bones, and finally the skull. Doctor Mallard covered the bones with a length of black silk, closed the lid, and then turned the small key in the lock at the front of the casket. 




“Your Illustrious Highness,” Doctor Mallard said, presenting the key to him.




Dima took it without a word and tucked it into his pocket. Then he picked up the casket and carried it in his arms back to the car. Stricken, she realized she couldn’t go home with him when she had hours of work to make up from Friday, and besides, there was no way all three of them could fit into his two seater.




“I’ll keep an eye on him,” John told her. “Knowing Dima, he’s going to spend the rest of the day with his head buried in his guitar.”




“There’s some maintenance work needed on the playground,” she told him. “But I don’t know, in this weather.”




“I’ll figure something out,” he said. “And I won’t let him die of heat stroke.”




Dima closed the trunk of the car and came back to her. His eyes were still red with weeping, and she smoothed down his cheek with her hand.




“I’ll pick you up,” he said. “At five.”




“You don’t have to,” she assured him. “Angela and Hodgins can give me a lift.”




“I want to,” he told her.




He kissed her and then broke the kiss to hug her.




“Thank you for staying with me,” he said. “I know it hasn’t been easy.”




“I just, I just wish I’d thought to wear something more formal,” she said. “I didn’t think—”




“Yellow was my mother’s favorite color,” he murmured, “and it helped me think of her. I’m very glad you wore it.”




She kissed him.




“I love you,” she said.




“I love you too,” he said in turn.






Late at night, she woke when Dima got up to use the bathroom and chewed on her thumbnail. She heard the toilet flush and the sink faucet run and saw the light under the bathroom door blink off, but when he came out, he left the room instead of coming back to bed. Couldn’t he sleep? She sat up and climbed out of bed. By the time she reached the bedroom door, left open a crack, she could hear his voice and John’s. 




“Don’t even worry about it.”




That was John.




“How are the others?”




She peeked and saw them standing in the kitchen, between the island and the stove. John held a cup of something steaming, but the coffee pot only had water. Dima leaned back against the counter, as easy with John as he was with her .




John sighed.




“Greenaway’s cashed out,” he said. “Last ride finished the job on her knee that catawampus started back in Tehran.”




“I’m sorry to hear that,” Dima said. “She’s a strong fighter, and I know the squad was home to her.”




“Don’t be,” John said, shaking his head. “She had a couple of real questionable moments. It was time.”




“Werth?” Dima asked.




“Corporal Punishment?” John asked back. “Tough as ever. Got a cybernetic eyeball to replace the one that lamia took in Jakarta. Still trying to figure out all the things it can do.”




“Sam?” Dima asked.




“Pregnant and officially retired,” John said. “Finn wants to appoint his own replacement before she gives birth.”




“You or Werth?” Dima asked.




“We keep pointing at each other,” John answered. “God help me. I’ve threatened to quit if he names me. Werth threatened to quit if he doesn’t.”




Dima chuckled.




“Well, I’m very glad for him and Sam,” he said.




“Uh huh.” John smiled. “And I’m guessing from the whole ‘living in sin’ arrangement, you did finally get rid of Talia. Exactly how serious are you and Dawn?”




Dima looked down at his feet. When he looked up, his face wore the sweetest smile she’d ever seen.




“That’s my boy,” John crowed. “Now, though, I’m going to play ‘I’m The Asshole’ and say, please God, tell me you’re using birth control.”




Dima gave him a look that fell short of ‘butt out and go to hell’ by only a few inches.




“Talk, boyo,” John insisted. “From what I’ve seen in both your auras, the phrase ‘aggressively fertile’ comes to mind. And don’t try telling me you haven’t bisected that sweet angle, because I’ll call you a liar to your face.”




“We’re currently using back up methods, as she lost her IUD after the potion,” Dima admitted.




“Oh, Catholic boy,” John groaned, “has anyone explained to you that the medical term for any couple using the rhythm method is ‘parents’?”




“Condoms,” Dima corrected him. “Thank you very much.”




John’s look of cynicism did not fade.




“Uh huh, and you’re wrapping your rascal the moment he pokes his head up?” John prodded.




Dawn twitched and looked back at the nightstand, guiltily. She’d had to remind Dima twice that night to put one on. Not because he’d argued or complained but because they had been so involved that he’d gotten distracted before he’d reached the drawer. Dima’s silence was a reflection of her own thoughts.




“Uh huh,” John said with a note of pure contempt in his voice. “Accidents do happen.”




“No!” Dima swore. “No.”




She couldn’t see John’s expression from her vantage point, but even his body language didn’t bode well.




“I would never trap her,” Dima said. “Never. It’s just…”




John sighed. “Oh, speak up, wise man.”




“Would it be so terrible?” Dima asked, his voice plaintive.




“Would it be so—”




John sounded almost as shocked as she was.




“No, Dima,” he said, “babies are always the absolute bestest thing ever, especially when you derail the mother’s life plans to get what you want. I’m sure she’d never end up hating you for that.”




“I didn’t—”




“You know, the slack you get for boxing up your mom’s bones today only goes so far, and however much far that is, it does not excuse the bullshit sense of entitlement you’re sporting right now,” John spat.




“I haven’t—” Dima protested.




“Do I need to point out to you that the witch you told me about this afternoon—the one who stole your mother’s body, killed your uncle, your grandfather, and your parents, and now rules in your mother’s stead, that witch?—would be absolutely delighted to find out you had fathered a child out of wedlock by betraying the trust of the woman you love?” John thundered.




“No, you don’t,” Dima said, gesturing to him to keep his voice down. “Because it won’t happen.”




“Jesus, Dima, maybe I need to sit you down and go over in detail the kind of horrors this Sycorax could perform with an unwilling sacrifice of a woman and her unborn child? The kind of power she could call by cutting your girlfriend open and pulling the baby out of her belly? She could lay waste to Europe. She could open a new Hellmouth. Great Spirit only knows what she could do with the Hellmouth that’s at her feet.”




“John!” Dawn spoke up, halfway to the kitchen. “He gets it. I get it. Okay?”




Dima went pale and then blushed crimson when he saw her. John backed up a step and shrugged the tension out of his shoulders. He wiped a hand down his face, sighing.




“Let me tell you some things about our Dima, Dawn,” he said. “I love this man. One of the reasons I still draw breath is because he put his life on the line more than once to save mine. I’ve sworn a blood oath with him, and that’s the reason I was there in the Czech Republic, and that’s the reason I’m here tonight. There’s precious little in this world that he wants—”




And here he shot a look at Dima that Dawn couldn’t read at all, but it turned Dima an agonized scarlet.




“But God help the man who gets between him and what he wants,” John finished.




“Yeah,” Dawn said. “I know.”




She went over to Dima and took his hand. The relief on his face was her reward.




“I know,” she repeated, looking over at John. “I’ve seen it. And I trust him.”




John exhaled slowly and nodded.




“Okay,” he said. “That’s enough arguing for this year. You guys get the rest of your sleep. Tomorrow, I want a talk with both of you, separately, and I get to meet this Crow King, too.”




“You got it,” Dawn said.





The Crows in the Murder



The dress was a vintage Dior, one of five Taekwon had brought in like a Viking raider displaying his loot. Shell pink with the tiny waist and wide skirts of a prima ballerina’s silhouette, it wasn’t what Dawn had her heart set on, but standing in the great foyer of the Ruritanian embassy with Dima, she decided it had grown on her. Something about the style and innocent air it gave her gave people pause. Like, she couldn’t really be that sweet, so what was she up to?




“You’re all right?” Dima asked.




He leaned over her a bit, giving her a kiss on the temple while his hand settled on her waist. 




“I’m fine,” she answered, looking up at him. “I promise. I just don’t get to drink tonight.”




She lifted her glass of sparkling water to demonstrate. The doctor’s appointment that morning had placed a new IUD, and the doctor had sent her home with a mild muscle relaxant, some painkillers, and orders to avoid alcohol, baths, and vaginal intercourse for twenty four hours. The Gordian knot of getting in to see a doctor to get a new IUD on such short order and without an encyclopedic workup had been cut in half by House after she’d talked to him two days previously. He made a couple of calls, and the next thing she knew, she had an appointment with one of the best gynecologists in the city. The same gynecologist was dying to know if House was really as awful as all the stories she’d heard, so Dawn told her about her first appointment and how she’d cursed House out in Latin. 




She still would rather have stayed home with Dima instead of accompanied him to the embassy’s celebration for the Crown Prince’s birthday. At least it wasn’t too big. The same couldn’t be said for the Queen’s birthday, another two weeks off and on a Saturday night instead of a Thursday. So big, the embassy had booked the Jeffersonian for the evening. There was no getting out of that one, either. Unless Dima somehow managed to get himself fired before then, but Dawn didn’t feel up to asking him to take that on.




“Do we have to stay long?” Dawn asked him.




He looked down at her, dotingly.




“Once round the room to catch up on the gossip,” Dima answered, “and then we’ll return home.”




That would take a minimum of an hour, even with the small number of people who’d attended that night. She sighed and braced herself.




“Lord Montpoffle,” Dima greeted the next person who came up to them.




“Your Highness,” the grinning man greeted him. “My lady. Do you have any plans for the weekend?”




“Nothing concrete,” Dima responded as Dawn watched the movement of the crowd. 




They certainly had things down to a science. The chamber orchestra was stowed in a corner while the staff circulated with trays of drinks and hors d’oeuvres. If there’d been dancing, she could have seen staying longer, but there was only a buffet and the usual crowd of diplomats, businessmen, and pointless people. She wondered what Prince Rudolf was up to, since she hadn’t heard anything about him since he’d left Strelsau for San Cosmas to recuperate from the broken ankle Dima had given him.




She felt Dima stiffen next to her and looked over, recapturing the conversation she’d ignored.




The Russian Tea room? Really? And Montpoffle smiled like he’d said something particularly witty.




“We’ve no plans to leave the city,” Dima answered with a controlled, even tone. 




“Dima, Rassendyll’s here,” Dawn said, indicating with a tilt of her head. “Why don’t we say hello.”




Dima nodded to Montpoffle and guided her away.




“That’s the third Russian joke someone’s cracked,” Dawn noted. “What’s going on?”




Dima sighed.




“I assume that either Talia’s been sighted in the country, or one of her family members is in town,” he answered. “I’m sure Secundus will know.”




Dawn took his arm, and they paused just on the other side of the chamber orchestra as Dima returned his champagne flute to a passing tray and picked up another. 




“Why don’t you talk to Secundus,” she suggested, “and I’ll do a little small talk on this side of the room.”




“You mean, you don’t want to speak to Rassendyll?” Dima asked, feigning shock and horror.




“Speak? No,” she answered. “Smack upside the head, the moment I get a chance to do so without causing an international incident.”




He laughed, kissed her on the lips—a gesture of wild abandon in staid Ruritanian society—and released her. She watched him leave, cutting a tall, straight line through the crowds. Damn, he looked good. And she got to go home with him.




“Lady Dawn,” a deep voice said from above and behind her left ear.




She turned.




His Excellency, the Honorable James Rassendyll, Great Britain’s ambassador to the United States watched her with slightly hooded eyes and an expression of curious observation.




“Mister Rassendyll,” she answered. 




That got a twinkle and tiny tilt of one corner of his mouth turned up.




“Has your swain abandoned you?” he asked.




“No more than the cavalry abandons the artillery when it takes the field,” she replied. “Dima wanted to speak to someone privately. I hadn’t realized you were such a big fan of the crown prince.”




“His Royal Highness can do without the adoration of the likes of me,” Rassendyll answered easily. “But I do enjoy the architecture of this building, and events like these are the only occasions I get to absorb the beauty of Beaux Art without distraction.”




She stopped and glanced back up at him.




James Rassendyll was in his late fifties or early sixties, but he was still a strikingly handsome man. His red hair had lost a little of its vibrancy and had streaks of silver throughout, and he had the weathered, squinty look of a man who’d spent decades outside. He didn’t look like the type to get ecstatic about architecture, or to get the style of the architecture wrong if he did. 




“It’s Art Nouveau,” she reminded him. “There’s a whole book on it.”




“Is it?” he asked mildly. “Oh, dear. Looks like I need a refresher.”




“Not to mention the middle of a party isn’t the greatest time to absorb the beauty of anything without distraction,” she pointed out.




He glanced at her and took a sip of his drink, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. Then she realized where she knew that expression from. Her dad, Giles, and Xander had all worn it one time or another.




“Are you messing with me?” she demanded, torn between laughing and genuine anger.




“That obvious?” he asked. “I told the Duchess of Kotor once that I admired the Brutalist interpretation of her country’s nationalistic spirit in regards to the Dalmatian embassy.”




The Dalmatian embassy was a little spongecake of a townhouse in Georgetown, a mishmash of Edwardian and neo-Classical elements, none of which rang true, and it was younger than she was.




She laughed.




“Don’t let your guard down, Lady Dawn,” Rassendyll said, still smiling. “I am not your friend.”




She stopped and looked up at him.




“Right,” she said, genuine anger winning out for a moment. “You’re the one who tried to get Dima to agree to a trade deal that would have undercut Strelsau, implied I was a thief, and made a tacky comment about what qualities the Hentzaus breed for.”




“I’m not your enemy either,” he replied. “I hope you’ll forgive me for testing people the first time I encounter them. I have a vested interest in gauging people’s strengths and weaknesses.”




“So, you couldn’t figure me out the first time round and came back for more?” she asked.




He flashed her a quick smile. 




“As I said previously, I am fascinated by your connections. Great Britain and Ruritania have never had a close relationship,” he said, scanning the crowd. “But there are certain interests we hold in common. Obscure interests. You might even say occult ones. Your university and family connections puts you in the middle of those common interests.”




Uneasy, she watched him. 




“My family has taken a close interest in Ruritania since before Rudolf Rassendyll died there,” he told her. “I’m quite familiar with what lies beneath the streets of Strelsau as well as what once lay beneath the streets of Sunnydale. You are connected to both. That’s worth a second look.”




She tried to keep her reaction off her face. He was fishing. At least she thought he was. Very well. If he was going to fish, she might as well see if she could get him to toss some bait in.




“Why all the Russian jokes today?” she asked. “Montpoffle asked us if we were going to the Russian Tea Room this weekend.”




Rassendyll’s expression mirrored her own irritation at the lack of wit.




“I couldn’t tell you exactly,” he said, “but there’s been a great deal of movement within the Romanov family the last week. I might go so far as to speculate that there is some realignment of power within the different branches occurring. Alexander Romanov may not sit so comfortably as head of the family anymore.”




The British government had not recognized the Romanov’s claim to the throne of Russia since the mid-1920s, so she wasn’t surprised to hear Rassendyll refer to them without the courtesy of titles. It was actually a little refreshing.




“Or,” Rassendyll said, his eyebrows rising, “possibly because Natalia Romanov is in Washington DC.”




He indicated the front of the room. She looked over, and the world came to a crashing halt. Talia stood about thirty feet away, scanning the crowd. She wore a white asymmetrical wrap which exposed one shoulder and barely skimmed the tops of her thighs. Even in five inch heels, she still looked as petite and deadly as a coral snake. 




“Oh, fuck,” Dawn breathed. 




She looked and spotted Dima talking to Secundus’s secretary, his back to Talia. She put her glass down and turned to start towards him, but was stopped by Rassendyll’s hand touching her shoulder.




“Are you so insecure as that?” he asked.




“What? No!”




“Then you want to make him look as though you can’t trust him?” he asked.




Talia spotted Dima and made a beeline for him.




“I trust him more than anyone else in my life, and I am not going to stand by and leave him to deal with that sociopathic bitch alone,” she growled.




Some flicker of recognition or understanding crossed his face, but he didn’t back off. Instead, he stepped closer.




“The cavalry can fight its own battles without artillery intervening,” he told her. “And if you step in now, you announce to the whole of the diplomatic community that you don’t trust him in the company of his former fiancée. For some, it means nothing, as they count fidelity as a meaningless woman’s worry. For Hentzau? You would seriously damage his reputation.”




She saw Dima turn and see Talia. His face paled and his cheeks lost their color, but he kept his expression under control. Against all her instincts, she held still.




“What the hell do you care?” she spat at Rassendyll. “You’re hardly a fan.”




“It is possible, Lady Dawn,” he said, stressing her title, “to neither be a fan nor to wish harm on another, but simply to point out facts in the hopes that others recognize them and make wiser decisions than they otherwise would have. I have a strong dislike for the Romanov brand of moral profligacy, and I am glad to hear of anyone escaping it, even the son of a man who betrayed a young woman I greatly admired.”




That stopped her.




“You knew An— the queen when she was a princess?” Dawn asked.




“Well enough to call her Greta,” he answered. “I knew Alexi as well, for all that I misjudged his character.”




“You ought to know by now,” she said, trying to find some place to stuff her anger, “that things aren’t always what they seem. You didn’t misjudge Alexi’s character, and he never betrayed the woman he loved.”




His eyes narrowed at her words, and he leaned in a bit, but she didn’t wait for him to say anything more before turning to see what Talia and Dima were doing.




Dima stood poker straight and inflexible, his expression one of haughty disdain. When Talia laughed, her voice falling over the general level of conversation like the notes of a celesta, Dima didn’t move, but Dawn could see a muscle in his jaw flicker back and forth. Secundus gestured towards the private offices, probably back towards his own, where they could talk without interruption.




“Oh, Dima, no,” Dawn whispered.




Dima followed Talia out of the room.




“That seems a miscalculation,” Rassendyll murmured.




Dawn glanced around. Everyone had noticed the exchange and the level of chatter rose. Some of them even glanced over at Dawn, to see how she was taking it. She turned back to Rassendyll, smiling broadly.




“You’ll have to excuse me,” she started.




“If you can stand a little delay,” he interrupted, “there’s a long way around which will allow you to reach the reception parlor I’m sure Secundus sent them to and avoid the appearance of tagging along.”




“What’s it to you?” Dawn asked.




“It seems to me that you could use a neutral party as witness, lest Talia carry tales away,” he answered.




“Neutral?” Dawn asked in a pointed tone.




“Disinterested, then,” he said, smile quirking again. “Whatever grudge I may carry against the Hentzau, I dislike the Romanovs far more.”




“Fair enough,” she breathed. “Let’s go.”




He led her to a small side door, once that opened into a rank of storage closets off a minor corridor. On the other side, there was a large room with an enormous table, the stuff of cabinet meetings and war councils. On the other side of the door to that room was a guard.




“Gustav,” Rassendyll greeted him, “how fares the botanical display? I wanted to show Lady Dawn.”




“There are some new orchids,” Gustav replied, nodding. “You should find them most satisfactory.”




“I thank you.”




It didn’t take long to figure out that he was leading her the long way around the entire embassy, tracing a path through wide main corridors and skinny side hallways to get to the far end of the building, on the other side of the cloistered garden, where there was indeed a botanical display that would have made Hodgins perk up and grin. From the windows there, she could see out over the garden and back across to the foyer of the main hall and entrance. 




“No one has a problem with us being here?” Dawn asked. 




“There are security cameras on everything,” Rassendyll replied. “Should we stray too close to a sensitive area, someone will fetch us. Come along.”




He led her out of the botanical collection to a warren of offices that Dawn recognized from when Dima had shown her around. There was his office, and the secretary, who looked up from her work, startled. Rassendyll gave her a pleasant smile and wave.




“How exactly do you know the layout of this embassy so well?” Dawn asked.




“I’m an ambassador,” he replied. “It behooves me to know certain things. The layout of other embassies is one of those things.”




“That’s why,” she grumbled. “Not how.”




He flashed her a smile, and she realized he was having fun.




“I do actually like the architecture of this building very much,” he said. “Secundus was kind enough to give me a tour of the public areas.”




They came into the public offices, where meetings with Secundus and other high ranking embassy employees took place. Rassendyll stopped at two different doors, leaning in and listening for a moment before shaking his head and moving on. At the third door—a reception room for Secundus’s high status guests—he listened, nodded, and opened the door, handing Dawn in.






Anyone else would have said that, whatever her character, Talia Romanov was blessed with a beautiful face, a gorgeous body, and a vivacious and sexy personality. She showed up on magazine covers and television ads and was tracked by all the gossip columnists and paparazzi. She’d even had a cameo in a Michael Bay film. But when Dima looked at her, he saw the ravages of alcohol and drug use, sleepless nights, and constant low grade paranoia. He remembered what she’d looked like at the age of nineteen, when he’d fallen in love with her. In comparison, she was haggard.




“What do you want?” he asked.




He felt anger and disgust and sadness and a thousand other emotions he couldn’t name or count, but his voice was flat and emotionless.




“Are you done?” she demanded.




Secundus had been wise enough to direct them to a private room, as both he and Dima knew she wouldn’t have suffered a moment’s indecision about loudly declaring her feelings, her intentions, or any other intimate information to a gathering of bored diplomats.




“What do you want?” he repeated.




He prayed Dawn had found something to occupy herself, as he couldn’t see this being a short interview.




Talia, her skin crinkling at the corners of her eyes and mouth, freckles beginning to clot into age spots, and dark circles under her eyes barely camouflaged with makeup, stepped closer.




“Come back,” she said. “Come back to me, bend the knee to my father, and let’s get married.”




“No.”




He settled in, crossing his arms. 




“You cannot possibly hope to secure your family’s future in opposition to both my family and the queen,” she protested.




“What I hope is no longer your concern,” he replied.




She studied his face, looking for any information she could use.




“You can keep your little t—” when she saw his expression darken, she caught herself, “your little lover. I won’t quibble. Just set her up someplace else and visit her as you like.”




“No.”




She blushed with anger.




“He will destroy you,” she told him. “Father will. He’s already working on it. He’s furious. I don’t know what you did with Saint Dreux, but once he realized he couldn’t touch it, he screamed and threw things for ten minutes.”




“Good.”




“You must come back!” she insisted, a note of panic in her voice. “Please!”




“No.”




Her resolve cracked, and she hit his shoulder. 




“Damn you!” she cried. “Damn you for a selfish bastard!I have protected you since you were a boy! I kept the vultures at court from picking at your bones. Father and I protected your interests a hundred different ways. I even babysat your absurd little ducklings!”




He felt his cheeks burn, but he didn’t change his expression or posture.




“You raped me when I was fourteen years old,” he reminded her. “Over and over again. And when I turned eighteen, you drugged me and lent me to your friends to rape. You fucked anything you liked and expected me to do the same, tormenting me if I didn’t. Whether I have a happy life or not, I will have a life without you or your damned father.”




She stared at him, baffled, at a loss.




“You—you think that matters?” she asked, dumbfounded. “Everybody fucks. Everybody gets fucked. My father will disown me if I don’t bring you back, and he’ll have that precious girl of yours killed!”




Dmitri went pale.




“What?”




“He will disown me,” Talia repeated, tears in her eyes. “He told me so.”




“No, the other part,” he said.




She sneered at him and turned away.




“Talia!”




“Your little Lady Dawn,” she answered. “Your precious little artist girl. Father said if your attachment to her was keeping you from thinking clearly, he would remove her.”




“What has he done?” Dima demanded.




She looked away and didn’t answer, so he reached out, grabbed her by the upper arm and spun her to face him. He held her up by her arm, gripping it hard enough to leave bruises.




“You will tell me,” he snarled, “or your father will get the remains of his youngest child returned to him in a box!”




Her eyes went wide in a pale face.




“Dima, you’re hurting me,” she gasped.




“What?!” he roared.




She twisted her arm free of his grasp and stumbled back several steps, never taking her gaze from his face.




“He put out a contract,” she said without affect or artifice. “It was a few weeks ago, and the agent is in place. You have until tomorrow at this time to agree to marry me, or it will be executed.”




“Who?” he asked in a soft voice.




“I don’t know,” she replied. 




He raised his fist, and she blanched.




“I don’t know!” she insisted.




“Tell your father,” he whispered, “he has twelve hours—twelve—to vacate the contract. If he does not, I will destroy him. Tell your family, they have forty-eight hours to disown him entirely, or I will destroy the entire misbegotten lot of them. I am Hentzau, and I swear this.”




She stared at him for one long silent moment.




“You’re mad,” she said.




He smiled, and it was not a gentle smile.




Then he turned and left the room, closing the door behind him.






Talia looked up when Rassendyll opened the door, but didn’t move.




“A little delay?” Dawn asked him, looking in. “I missed the whole thing. Talia, where’s Dima.”




Talia glared at her, turned her back, and remained silent, save for an annoyed sniff.




“Your Excellency,” Dawn sighed, “would you let Dima know I’m here. I’d like a word alone with Her Serene Highness.”




Rassendyll raised both eyebrows.




“Please?” Dawn asked.




“And this is best done without a disinterested observer?” he asked, curious.




“I wouldn’t want anyone getting embarrassed,” Dawn explained.




He laughed once.




“Be careful, Lady,” he warned. “That goes both ways.”




But he stepped aside so she could enter the room and closed the door after her.




Dawn walked past Talia and turned to face her. Talia’s eyes were red, her face was pale, but she remained composed. Dawn studied her for a moment.




“Didn’t go the way you figured, huh?” Dawn asked. 




Talia glanced at her, eyes flat and hard, and then she looked away without a word.




“It’s not going to get any better,” Dawn continued. “And I’m going to tell you this: if you mess with the man I love, you will regret it.”




Talia exhaled a breath of pure contempt, and met Dawn’s eyes.




“You don’t frighten me, little girl,” Talia said.




Dawn smiled just a little.




“That’s fine,” she said. “There are a lot of scary things out there. I’ve seen a few of them. In comparison, I really don’t rate. Except…all the scary things I’ve run into? I’m still here, and they’re not.”




She leaned forward a little and felt Talia harden her stance.




“I’m not going to hurt you,” Dawn told her with all sincerity.




She leaned closer.




“I will take you someplace where your name and your money and your pretty face don’t mean a damn thing,” Dawn whispered in her ear. “I will leave you there, and you will never see home again.”




She leaned back and was gratified to see a trace of fear on Talia’s face. It didn’t take long for the tsarevna to pull herself together.




“You will not speak to me in such a manner,” Talia spat. “I am tsa—”




“Yeah, yeah,” Dawn said, making talking gestures with her hand. “Like I care.”




Talia punched her.






“You left them alone?” Dima asked, horrified.




He didn’t wait for Rassendyll’s reply but left the valet and went straight back to the reception room. Secundus saw his expression and left off a conversation with a Sardinian attaché to follow. He heard the first crash halfway across the foyer to the doors leading to the public offices.






Talia was a classically trained martial artist. She was tough minded, had a high pain tolerance, and had some serious speed to make up for her lack of reach. Dawn, on the other hand, had been trained by Buffy, and while she had admittedly been slacking off the past couple of months, Talia hadn’t trained in much longer.




Talia made up for it with sheer viciousness, going for Dawn’s eyes on the third strike. Dawn took a glancing blow as she turned, feeling Talia’s nails graze her cheekbone and orbit and answered with side kick full into Talia’s ribs. Talia fell back into a table, knocking it down and sending the tasteful collection of decorations in spinning scatter across the floor. Dawn dove in with a punch, only to hit the padded arm of the couch when Talia turned over. 




Talia threw a pillow and kicked Dawn in the knee. Dawn turned the collapse into sacrificial kick, nailing Talia in the hip and knocking her over. When they came up, Talia had something in her hand, lunging at Dawn while Dawn twisted, fell back, and heard more than felt the fabric of her dress tear across her left ribs. She grabbed a silver tray off the next table over and brought it down, edgewise, on Talia’s hand and then across her face, making the tray ring like a gong.




Talia went down but immediately pulled herself into a backwards somersault, and as she got her feet under her, Dawn threw the tray like a discus, hitting Talia across the mouth, and Talia caught herself by one hand against the leather wingback chair next to her, cupped her hand in front of her bleeding mouth and spat.




Two teeth fell out.




“Ya ub’yu tebya,” she hissed.




“It’s ‘ya tebya ub’yu’ ” Dawn said. “Future tense, bitch. Bring it.”






Dima didn’t bother with niceties. He pushed aside anyone in his way in his scramble to get to the reception area. Rassendyll followed on his heels, less frantic and more curious, while Secundus, full well knowing something had gone to hell but not what, trotted after him. At least Secundus had the presence of mind to close doors behind him so the celebrants wouldn’t follow them. Probably. 




Before they reached the reception parlor, several more catastrophic sounds made it through the heavy wooden doors, one of which sounded like someone ringing a bell. Dima threw the doors open and stumbled to a halt.




“Well, well,” Rassendyll remarked. “I really should have stayed.”




“Was im Namen Gottes!?” Secundus demanded.




Two end tables broken, one couch overturned, several tens of thousands of dollars in precious objets d’art scattered broken, and Talia Romanov and Dawn Summers going at it full tilt. Dawn had taken a nineteenth century magnifying glass in main hand and a tasseled velvet pillow in her off hand and was using them to deflect Talia’s blows with a Venetian glass kaleidoscope. Talia tried to use the broken end of the kaleidoscope as a dagger, but Dawn had held her off successfully. Both women were liberally streaked with blood—Dawn from a cut across her left ribs and several nail scratches around her right eye, and Talia from mouth and nose.




Dawn managed to impale her pillow on the kaleidoscope and drag Talia’s arm down long enough to bring the magnifying glass down—handle first—into Talia’s forehead and down her face. 




“Schnell!” Dima yelled.




He and Rassendyll went around either end of the overturned sofa. Dima grabbed Dawn around the waist and scooped up her legs while Rassendyll took the more self-protective approach of putting Talia in a hold, trapping her arms against her as she lurched back.




“Now Your Highness,” he said cheerfully, “let’s reconsider our options.”




“Bidge!” Talia screamed. “I fu’in kee oo!”




“Bring it!” Dawn yelled, trying to climb over Dima.




“The Lalique! The Rubens vase!” Secundus cried over the wreckage. “Meine Samlung!”




“Time to go,” Dima said to her.




“I’m not finished with her,” Dawn replied, trying to twist out of his arms but not getting anywhere.




She had a split lip and an angry red mark across her left eye already swelling. People appeared in the doorway, trying to find out what was going on, and several guards—including Gustav—ushered them out. Not, of course, before some pictures were taken.




“I should have listened to you, Rassendyll,” Secundus said, stunned. “I should have packed all my valuables and put them in storage while Hentzau was here.”




“Excuse me,” Dima said, exasperated. “This was not my doing. I was trying to avoid exactly this.”




“Rassendyll, I’d take it as a favor if you’d see to Her Serene Highness,” Secundus said, his voice a little wobbly.




“Of course,” Rassendyll replied. “Your Highness, let’s find your teeth and put them in a glass of milk. I know a dentist who’ll see you with no notice, and he really works wonders.”




He sounded like he was having a blast.




“Hentzau, if you will escort Lady Dawn home,” Secundus said. “I’ll speak to you regarding this…incident tomorrow.”




“Yes, sir,” Dima responded.




He hefted Dawn over his shoulder, caught her by the wrist on the other side, and pinned her against him so she couldn’t struggle free while he carried her out. He followed a guard to another back hallway which took him to the service entrance. Caterers paused, watched while he carried a struggling, bloody, snagged woman in a ruined dress, and decided not to interfere, since the woman in question wasn’t trying to hurt him, and the guard didn’t seem bothered.




Outside, he set her on her feet but kept his hands on her, grabbing her when she tried to head back in.




“Stop it,” he ordered her. “Stop it now.”




Dawn glared at him, breathing hard, until she managed to let go of her anger. Exhaling, she nodded to him, and he let go of her arms.




“Now hold still,” he ordered. 




She held still while he checked her for injuries. He gave her his handkerchief to stop the bleeding from the scratches on her face and searched through his jacket until he came up with several gauze bandages for the cut across her ribs.




“She had a knife?” Dawn asked, looking down. “I thought it was a pen, maybe a letter opener.”




“Of course she had a knife,” Dima answered. “Where do you think I learned the habit? Hold still.”




He checked her hands, and she hissed in pain when he touched the right one.




“You may have a break,” he told her, “We’re going home, and while John patches you up the rest of the way, I have some calls to make.”




The guard reappeared, parking Dima’s car in the service driveway. Several musicians taking a break watched the goings on with blatant interest and offered the guard a cigarette. He took it, lit it, and took a drag before giving the keys to Dima, nodding at him, and going back inside.




“Are you alright?” he asked.




Dawn sighed and shrugged, testing her left ankle. It was strained but useable.




“Yes,” she said. “Dima, I just wanted to make sure she wasn’t messing with you. I swear, I did not start anything. Okay, I threatened her a little bit, but—”




“I don’t care,” he said.




“You don’t—” she started.




He grinned.




“I don’t care,” he repeated. “I love you. I love that you want to protect me. I love that you just created the kind of international incident that has sparked wars in the past, and you did it on my behalf. But most of all, I love that you beat Talia Romanov like a filthy rug and that she will never ever forget it.”




He laughed, the kind of high pitched, geeky, near giggle that she’d heard maybe three times in all the months she’d known him, and then he cupped her face and kissed her.




“Oh, God, I love you,” he sighed. “We need to go home. John needs to look at your injuries. You need to call M and explain to her what just happened, and I have to call every single person who owes my family as much as a pfennig and demand that they help me cast Alexander Romanov down from his seat of power.”




She blinked.




“Uh, I fought Talia?” she reminded him.




“Yes,” he agreed, “but she was here to deliver an ultimatum from her father. Either I agree to marry Talia, or in twenty-four hours, he’ll have you killed.”




She stared at him.




“He wants me dead?” she squeaked.




“I’ll see him dead first,” Dima told her. “The only question is whether or not Talia will give him my response tonight. I rather doubt she will.”




He kissed her again.




“I’m going to have to call more people than just M,” Dawn said after the kiss broke.






“Ah! What did you do! I loved this dress!” Taekwon howled.




“Hold still,” John instructed her.




She laid back with a steak on her eye and an ice pack on her hand.




“Yes,” Dima said, talking to someone on the phone. “Yes, I agree, but that is the business of the Ruritanian embassy. I’m far more concerned with the likelihood that there is a hired killer on American soil, and he’s been paid to kill an American citizen. That is not the business of the Ruritanian embassy. It’s your business.”




“Can’t you fix it?” Dawn asked. “I actually really like it now. It was surprisingly easy to fight in.”




“Maybe I can get bloodstains out of silk,” Taekwon said, “but I can’t sew up a six inch gash!”




“Well, maybe you could-ah!”




“Hold still,” John ordered, pinching together the lips of the wound so he could apply the butterfly bandages properly.




Dawn held still and breathed hard for a moment before trying again.




“Couldn’t you match it on the other side?” she asked.




“This is a Dior,” Taekwon insisted. “You don’t go slicing and dicing a Dior. I’d have to replace the bodice, and to do that, I’d have to find the same fabric, aged the number of years—”




“Okay. Just get another dress,” Dawn sighed.




“This is a vintage Dior!” Taekwon exclaimed again. “You don’t just walk into Nordstrom’s or Banana Republic! This dress is sixty years old, and you killed it!”




“Excuse me,” Dawn said. “I did not kill it. Talia Romanov killed it, and I knocked out two of her teeth.”




With a nod from John, she lowered the hem of her pajama top, wincing as the cut she’d barely noticed during and after the fight throbbed in complaint.




“I want this dealt with tonight,” Dima said, looking over at them, amused. “Yes, I understand Agent Radziwill is currently unavailable. Find him. Make him available.”




“Taekwon,” John called. “Sweetheart, put the outrage down and listen.”




“What?” Taekwon asked, despondent.




“Check the hem, the seams, and the selvages and see if you can find enough material to reweave the silk,” John told him.




“It’s damask!” Taekwon cried. 




“And I do magic,” John responded. “It’ll work out. Just tease out enough threads to repair it, and I’ll do the rest.”




“All this over a dress?” Dawn asked and then hissed as she accidentally put weight on her right hand.




“He’s cute,” John answered, “and I kind of like him. You, on the other hand, are lucky that knife only skimmed across your ribs. She could have gutted you.”




“I was surprised by the punch,” Dawn stressed. “Once she threw the punch, I figured it was no-holds-barred, so the knife didn’t surprise me. Except, I didn’t realize it was a knife.”




“Uh huh,” John murmured, “and how long ago did you pull some major mojo to heal all of Dima’s and your own scars, and now you went out and got a brand new scar?”




“Saturday,” she replied, sighing.




“And today is?” he asked.




“Thursday,” she answered.




“Five whole days before you got a dent in the new ride,” he chuckled. “I don’t know if it’s an actual record, but it should be.”




“Yes, fine,” Dima said. “We’ll be there.”




He ended the call and looked over at them.




“Dawn, we’re expected at Agent Booth’s office first thing in the morning,” he told her. “You should call Angela and tell her you’ll be late. In fact, you may not be able to go in at all.”




“The Jeffersonian’s secure,” Dawn said. “I’ll be just as safe there as anywhere else.”




“Not the Jeffersonian you need to worry about,” John said. “Hey, Tae, put the news on, would you?”




Taekwon set aside the dress, picked up the remote, and turned on the television, setting it to the 24-hour news network. After listening for a moment, Dawn pushed herself up with her left hand so she could see the screen. Dima stepped forward to see better. 




Two deaths in Washington DC, two random people shot by someone with a high powered rifle. The DC sniper had returned. After about five minutes, the content began over, and there was nothing new to learn.




“He hired the same assassin that killed my parents,” Dima said, staring at the screen.




All his previous humor was gone.




“Yeah,” John agreed, “and he’s using the same MO to hide his hits.”




“I will kill him,” Dima said softly.




“You need any help,” John said, “let me know.”




“I’ve got to get the dress, Hentzau’s jacket, his shirt, and your gloves all in to soak,” Tae sighed. “I don’t even know if blood comes out of kid. I’m going to have to look that up, maybe call an expert on insane women having cat fights at an embassy. I should ask for a raise.”




He shook his head, but Dawn noticed he didn’t say anything about quitting.






“ ’Sup, Munchkin?” Buffy asked. “Who do you need killed?”




“Uh…Well…” Dawn started.




“What, I got it on my first try?” 




“I don’t know if it’ll necessarily come to that,” Dawn said weakly.




“Hoooookay, hang on,” Buffy said.




There was a muffled scrabbling as she covered the phone’s mic, and then a few moments later, it was clear again.




“Okay, we’re private,” Buffy said. “Spill.”




Dawn sighed, unhappy. “So, Tsar Alexander Romanov hired an assassin to kill me sometime after six thirty tomorrow evening if Dima doesn’t agree to marry Talia.”




“Which he is not going to do,” Buffy. “The killing or the marrying, that is. Keep going.”




“The killer is the same one who murdered Dima’s parents,” Dawn explained. “The second DC sniper. He hides his targets with a bunch of other kills, so there’s no investigation into whoever hired him.”




“Mmm-hmmm.”




“As far as we know, there’s no magical side to it,” she continued, staring off at the night sky above the terrace. “Agent Booth is taking the FBI investigation, since he’s already working the first two shootings.”




“He’s good,” Buffy pronounced. “And you should do whatever he says and whatever Dima says. Basically, if someone tells you not to do something stupid that might get you killed, you should do that. I’ll ask Giles to call a meeting of the Council officers, and we’ll figure out what to do from our end. Nobody messes with a Watcher, and seriously, nobody messes with my little sis.”




She felt a weight dissolve, and her breathing eased.




“Okay,” Dawn said, wiping the corner of her eyes with her now splinted right hand. “Thanks, Buffy.”




“Yeah, well, thanks for making me the person you called,” Buffy said. “Normally this stuff would go through Giles, I guess, but—”




“Buffy, I called you because you’re the one who’s always kept me safe,” Dawn whispered. “I mean, Dima’s getting up there, you know? But no one’s ever going to top you. If you say it’s going to be okay, then it is.”




“Yeah, yeah,” and she could hear Buffy’s smile across the hundreds of miles to Cleveland. “Anything else before I go?”




“Well…”




“Spill.”




“Ah, I kicked Talia’s ass,” Dawn said, and couldn’t keep from smiling. Even if it did hurt her cheek.




“Whaaaaaaat?” Buffy gasped. “Dima’s ex-girlfriend? The bitch from hell?”




“Yep! And you know what the frickin’ British ambassador said to her just before Dima dragged me out?” Dawn asked.




“Oh my God, speak!”




“I know a dentist who works wonders!” Dawn crowed.




Buffy laughed right through their goodbyes and promised to call her back as soon as they had a plan.




After she hung up, John came out.




“Hey,” he called, “now is not the time to be playing Hide-And-Go-Seek, and it’s really not the time to be hanging out in full view of God and anyone with a scoped rifle.”




Dawn got to her feet, reluctant to give up the warmth of Buffy’s voice.




“You said there wasn’t a clear line of sight to the terrace from less than a mile,” she reminded him. “Plus, it’s night.”




“And wouldn’t it just suck if my knowledge of the limits of sniper technology turned out to be wrong?” John asked. “Not to mention infrared and stealth helicopters. Come on in.”




“Krwawrk!”




Dawn turned and saw the Crow King, landing on the back of one of the chairs.




“I’m glad to see you,” she told him, “but it’s not a good time.”




“Gawn! Gima!”




“That’s him?” John asked, closing the door behind him and walking out.




The Crow King cocked his head and settled his feathers in a discreet shake. There was no sign of the bracelet he’s stolen.




“You were there when Dima’s parents were shot,” Dawn said. “You saw what happened. Would you believe someone hired the same killer to kill me? Because Dima loves me, and he wants Dima to marry his daughter.”




“Dima!”




John stood next to her.




“That’s the biggest crow I’ve seen in my entire life,” he murmured, fascinated and concerned.




He stepped closer, and when His Majesty flapped his wings in protest, squatted down. His Majesty turned his head to stare at him with one beady eye and croaked loudly. John, in turn, moved his head to see him from several different angles and finally backed off.




“This guy’s for real,” he said quietly, his voice awed.




He stepped back and stood up straight, never once taking his eyes off His Majesty.




“Father Crow,” he intoned, “protect your children from those who wish them harm. As you brought fire to the People when the spirit of cold entered our world, we honor your wisdom and compassion.”




The Crow King gurgled several times in response and then jumped into flight, but not before dropping a prodigious white dollop on the chair cushion.




“That was a no?” Dawn asked.




“That was a ‘don’t tell your Grandpa how to suck eggs, son’,” John corrected her.






“Lady Dawn, I appreciate your concern for your friends,” M began, “but I will call you when I have news.”




Dawn swallowed in surprised guilt. Of course, Sabrina and the others were still missing. It had been on her mind all day long until the party at the embassy. She really wished that was the only thing still on her mind.




“That’s actually not why I’m calling,” she said.




There was a pause, and she swore, she could feel M’s attention turn away from whatever she had been considering to sharpen its laser focus on her, thousands of miles away.




“Continue.”




“At the Ruritanian embassy earlier today, Talia Romanov showed up and she told Dima that if he didn’t agree to marry her, her father would have me killed,” she explained.




There was a pause. There was usually a pause after M received any important chunk of information. The silence of those pauses usually implied gears turning and engines spinning up to full throttle. This silence felt more like the pressure of a glacier turning rock to dust as it ground forward.




“I see. Continue.”




“Today, two people in DC were killed by an unseen sniper, and authorities think it’s the second DC sniper or a copycat.”




The glacier became a tectonic plate, trapped against another, waiting for a fault to break and release it.




“I see.”




“Dima’s talking to people on his side,” she explained. “I’ve notified the Council, but he said I should also talk to you, since this falls under me being a student at QFU.”




“It does indeed,” M responded, and there was the slightest thaw in her voice. “I will coordinate with the Council and deal with this matter. Is there anything else that I should know?”




“Um…I got in a fight with Talia Romanov shortly after she talked to Dima,” Dawn said, trying not to flinch. 




“And what was the outcome of this altercation?”




“I think I won on points,” Dawn said. “I knocked out two of her teeth, may have broken a couple of her ribs, and messed up her face pretty good. I’ve got a black eye, some scratches, a cut over my ribs, and a minor boxer’s fracture.”




There was another pause.




“You are to be congratulated, Lady Dawn,” M said. “Not many people can say that they walked away from a fight with a Romanov and lived to tell the tale. Should you find yourself in similar circumstances again, please understand that she will not hesitate to kill you if she can. While I do not endorse lethal force in most circumstances, I do in these. You are a far greater resource to the university than even a Romanov, and I expect you to act with necessary prudence.”




Now it was Dawn’s turn to pause and consider.




“Understood,” she managed. “Thank you, ma’am.”






“I’m telling you, man,” John said to Dima, “there was a person in there.”




“I believe you,” Dima replied, “but I’m wondering at your surprise. I thought you knew how intelligent crows are.”




“I do,” John said. “But crow intelligence and human intelligence are two different things. That was not a bird-person looking at me from those eyes. That was a monkey-person. The person inside that set of feathers used to be a man.”




Dima paused in his business, shuffling through papers and trying to determine what could be put off until the next evening and what had to be dealt with as soon as he was convinced he’d done as much as he could to protect Dawn.




“The stories of the Crow King specifically mention him turning into a human man in order to teach and protect Sedmy,” he mentioned.




“That would be looking into a person’s eyes and seeing a bird,” John pointed out. “Totally different thing.”




“Dawn said His Majesty brought her a piece of beadwork,” Dima said.




“Yeah, I took a look at it,” John replied. “Guess who’s not an expert in indigenous beadwork? I suggested she take it to the Jeffersonian for a solid ID, but that was before today’s fun and games started.”




“That sounds wise.”




“In the meantime,” John continued, “you’ve talked to pretty much everyone you can talk to. Dawn went to bed an hour ago. Why don’t you shut down until morning?”






Dawn woke from a confusing and irritating dream of trying to order lunch at a French cafe while the people at the neighboring tables kept smiling and waving at her—including one guy dressed like Ben Kenobi with a craggy face and white streaked beard—and a beautiful woman with long red hair and a white dress telling her it was time to return. Dima climbed under the covers and snuggled up to her.




“How are you?” he murmured to her, kissing the back of her neck.




“Bummed out, actually,” she answered, stretching sleepily against him. 




She turned over, sheltered in his arms and snuggled back, kissing his throat and the point where his collarbones met.




“It’s been awhile since someone seriously wanted me dead,” she admitted. “With Glorificus, it was more that my death served a purpose. It would get her back to her hell dimension. This…”




“I know,” he said, caressing her back.




“And it’s the same person who killed your parents,” she whispered. 




“I won’t let him hurt you,” he whispered back, kissing her forehead.




“But your parents knew he was coming,” she said, her voice breaking. “They knew, and he still killed them.”




“My parents didn’t have a choice about going out into the world where they were vulnerable,” Dima reminded her. “You do. I can turn this building and this floor into a fortress. He won’t be able to reach you.”




“But what about his other victims?” Dawn asked. “Won’t he just keep killing until he can get to me?”




“Agent Booth and the team assigned to bring him in are now aware of his true target,” Dima told her. “They’ll be relaying it to the media in the morning. Once he knows we’re aware, he’ll have to change tactics. We have to hope no one else is targeted in that period of time.”




She pressed herself to him. 




“Try to get some sleep,” he said. “We have to leave before seven to get to the FBI headquarters and see Booth.”






“Any word?” Dima asked as they waited in the building’s vestibule.




“No,” Dawn sighed, checking her cellphone yet again, just in case she’d missed a call. “All I know is that Willow’s taking it, and M’s coordinating everything on the European side. Taekwon says Twitter doesn’t have anything about the embassy. Everything trending is about the shootings.”




John was bringing Mrs. Washington’s land yacht around from parking to the front of the building, decreasing the unguarded ground which had to be crossed to forty feet, but it was still an imposing distance when they knew there was a sniper out there.




“The crows are here,” Dima noted, looking through the glass at the heavily laden trees around them. 




Dawn could hear them chattering from inside the building, the croaks and clatters of a gregarious species just waking up. The car appeared, and Dima opened a large black umbrella, the better to shield Dawn’s silhouette.




“Just like we discussed,” he said.




She nodded, and he opened the door.




As soon as she stepped foot outside of the building, the crows took to the air. Hundreds of them. Thousands of them. The noise of their alarm cries and wings were deafening. Dawn flinched, but Dima kept his hand between her shoulder blades and guided her firmly along. The flock of crows swooped like one enormous living creature, wrapping around Dawn and Dima and then taking off for another spot some distance away.




“They’re providing cover,” Dima yelled as they hurried to the car.




Then the screams started.




They came from far off, but it was loud enough and strident enough to be heard even through the noise of the birds. The few people out that early had already stopped to stare at the crow formation turned towards the front of the moving flock, where a seething mass of crows swarmed a moving object. It was human sized, and it stumbled from a point on the sidewalk on the other side of the street, a block north of them, towards the street, into it, and then down towards them, screaming and heaving, driven by the crows.




Dima pushed her into the car’s backseat and handed her a gun.




“Stay down!” he ordered, and slammed the car door closed.




“You okay?” John demanded, yelling over the unnerving racket of birds gone mad.




She nodded.




The noise rose as more and more crows dove to attack the figure in the middle of the road. Dima stood between it and the car, keeping his own gun pointed at the ground. People came out of buildings or onto their balconies, pointing and crying out, but there were so many birds, and their attack was so overwhelming, that no one was willing to go near the person.




The figure staggered and fell to the ground, mobbed by crows. Then, silence fell as one by one each of the crows took flight and retired to a nearby tree. When those branches were filled, they perched on power lines, light poles, traffic lights, and fire hydrants. The Crow King came, gliding down from a high perch until he flapped back and landed lightly on the body’s shoulder, what remained of it. After a moment’s consideration and two pecks, the Crow King took to the air again and landed on a truck close to the body.




“Don’t look,” John ordered. “And stay in the car.”




He got out, locking the door behind him, but left the motor running. Dawn sat, waiting, unwilling to look at what was left of a human being after the Crow King had finished with it. Dima knocked on the window. When Dawn rolled it down, he looked pale.




“Hand me the blanket there,” he said, pointing to the stack on the seat next to her.




“Is it safe?” Dawn asked.




“I don’t know,” he answered. “I’ve called Agent Booth and asked him to come directly here. Stay in there, please.”




As he spoke, sirens started in the distance. Dawn watched Dima return to the man lying in the street halfway down the block. John crouched over the body, looking grim. The crows watched silently all around them. Dima and John spread the blanket over the body and its growing pool of blood.






An hour later, Taekwon arrived with mochas, coffees, and hot chocolates. They were back in Dima’s apartment, waiting on final word from the crime scene team. Booth accepted one of the coffees and sat down opposite Dawn and Dima.




“So, the word ‘Biblical’ is getting thrown around,” he told them. “Hodgins is geeking out over unprecedented corvid behavior, and Brennan is going to take a little while to ID the remains. What I can tell you is that it’s a Caucasian male, though we had to peel his shirt back in order to verify the Caucasian part. We can’t get prints either, so it’s down to dental records and tattoos at this point.”




“What would you like to bet there are no more DC sniper deaths?” John asked.




“There isn’t much I wouldn’t give to make that the truth,” Booth answered.




“He didn’t have a rifle on him, though,” Dawn pointed out.




“No,” Booth agreed, “but he did have two handguns, and my guess is that he has a vehicle nearby or a room, and once we find it, we’ll find the rest of his stuff. In the meantime, you need to take all the precautions we discussed. I’ll keep you guys posted. You know the drill.”




Dawn watched as news helicopters circled the area. Asherah hid under the couch and wouldn’t come out. Taekwon kept an eye on the news. Dima stayed on the phone. It wasn’t until after the body was placed in a bag, which was then transferred to a stretcher, rolled into a coroner’s van, and taken away, that the crows finally dispersed. Several of them, including His Majesty, parked themselves on the terrace.




“Did they kill him because we asked for it?” Dawn asked, watching them out the window.




“If His Majesty was present when my parents were killed,” Dima said, “and I think he was, I imagine he made up his own mind.”




“Crows recognize human faces,” John said, watching alongside Dawn. “They can teach their kids who to avoid before the kids have even met the individuals in question, and they can spot people through a disguise. I’m guessing His Majesty remembers the shooter from before.”




Two hours later, Buffy called.




“So we have a conundrum,” she said.




“What’s that?” Dawn asked.




“Willow’s with your head Romanov guy right now, or with the Romanov guy’s head, there was some ambiguity,” Buffy started, “and the Romanov guy swears he’s trying to call it off, but he’s not getting any answer back.”




“That might be because the sniper is dead,” Dawn said. 




“You weren’t supposed to go out last night,” Buffy accused. 




“Not me,” Dawn answered. “The crows.”




“The cr— the crows? The crows killed him? How?” Buffy asked.




“They have beaks,” Dawn said, thinking back to the few details Booth had let slip, “and apparently if several hundred or a thousand of them work you over with their beaks, even if you don’t die of blood loss, there’s kind of a horror factor there. He probably died of a heart attack.”




“Euugh.”




“Yeah.”




“Well, I guess I’ll tell Willow and let her figure from there,” Buffy said. “And I’ll call back tonight for an update.”




“That sounds good,” Dawn agreed. “Make it late tonight, okay? Dima and I are supposed to have dinner with Mrs. Washington.”




“Sure thing.”






The lights came on, and Dawn automatically grabbed for the covers. Since her twenty-four hour waiting period was over, she and Dima had celebrated, though somewhat mutedly, their recovered freedom.




“Wakey-wakey, kids,” John called, leaning in the doorway.




“I’ve killed men for less,” Dima groaned. “What?”




“Just thought you’d like to know,” he replied, “your buds are back on Terra Firma.”




“What?” Dawn gasped. “Sabrina? Lee? Cole? Everyone?”




“Yep,” John confirmed. “Tripped all my sensors about ten minutes ago.”




“Any idea where?” Dima asked.




“Are they okay?” Dawn begged.




“Somewhere Colorado-ish,” he said. “And mostly okay. Some bumps and bruises. I think the fourth one, Charles, is in the worst shape.”




She and Dima hugged in relief.




“Thank you, John,” Dawn sighed.




“You’re welcome,” he replied. “I’ll see you in the morning.”





What Abigail Wickham Managed



Dawn checked her black eye and considered her options. Leave as is or try to cover it with some makeup. John’s bottom-up approach to combat healing meant that her hand was restored and the swelling around her eye had gone down, but the tenderness and rainbow of colors from darkest indigo across her lid and in spots below her eye to the yellow-green of her cheekbone and inside corner of her eye were very much present. She could wade into another fight with all her resources, but she’d also been stopped by three different women, urging her to leave her abusive lover. Telling them that she’d actually gotten in a fight with her boyfriend’s ex-girlfriend only got her looks she thought ought to be reserved for the Jerry Springer show.




She finally decided on enough makeup to reduce the intensity of the colors, but not so much as to look like she was trying to hide it. Mrs. Washington had already seen her black eye in all its glory. There was no point in hiding it for dinner.




“Buffy’s heal faster,” she muttered.




“Even Buffy would have to cope with a broken hand for a few days,” Dima reminded her, giving her a kiss and then tying his tie while looking over her shoulder. “For what they do repair, John’s spells work extremely well.”




She sighed and started with foundation.




“That’s two I owe him,” she said, thinking back to when he’d healed her left arm after it had been shattered by one of the Vermis demons they’d fought at the monastery in the Czech Republic.




John and Taekwon were joining them, as Mrs. Washington made clear her invitation was for everyone in Dima’s household and she would be disappointed if someone didn’t show. Dima, for one, was more willing to declare war on another country than disappoint Mrs. Washington.




“No cursing,” Dima explained the rules to them. “No taking the Lord’s name in vain. No references to bodily functions. Politics and religion are to be discussed in educational context only. There is no proselytizing.”




“No dribbling balls,” Dawn continued for him, “no throwing anything of any sort in any manner. Ask to have dishes passed to you. Do not grab. You do not have to participate in grace, but you will bow your head and stay quiet. Use your silverware, not your fingers.”




“There is no alcohol in the house,” Dima took up, “except for the small amount of beer which she allows her son to keep in the refrigerator, and it is not consumed in the house. You may discuss work and school in general, but you are not to bring up complaints.”




John smiled silently, but Taekwon looked alarmed.




“Holy God, it sounds like my Auntie Florence,” he said. “She was a terror to men and children. I wet my pants once, she scared me so bad.”




“No taking the Lord’s name in vain,” John reminded him.




“I think I’ll just stay quiet,” Taekwon muttered.




Dawn wrinkled her nose at him.




“She’ll ask you questions to draw you out,” she warned him. “She wants the kids to learn.”




As the traditional gift of a bottle of wine wouldn’t be appreciated, Dima brought a bouquet of flowers and Dawn had a stack of books. 




“A Little Princess?” John asked, tilting his head to read the titles.




“My favorite growing up,” Dawn explained. “I mentioned it to Neveah last time we had dinner, and she looked interested.”




“Let me guess,” he said. “You were convinced that your real father had died and left you with those wicked people, and some day, you would be rescued and restored to the pampering and love which was due to you.”




“Only when I got grounded for not cleaning my room,” she said.




After introductions, dinner was served. As large as the crowd was, the table had been supplemented with two card tables, pushing them into the family room. The apartment was a two-bedroom, and with Mrs. Washington, her son, and five grandchildren, crowded did not begin to describe it. Dawn looked around, reminded of the months spent in her own home and then the rented house in Cleveland when they’d had a minimum of twenty Potentials and sometimes as many as forty living with them. The only way to keep the house tidy was to rule it with an iron fist, and Mrs. Washington had a bulk supply of them.




Dima held Mrs. Washington’s chair for her, while John held Dawn’s. Marcus and Dwight, the two oldest boys and the ones Dawn knew as Illustrious and Serene, held chairs for their younger cousins, Neveah and Makayla. Their uncle, Christopher, helped the youngest, DeShawn, into his booster seat, where he could track all the action. Neveah agonized over setting her book aside, but managed to do so before her grandmother corrected her, leading to an approving nod and smile from Mrs. Washington.




“Mr. Brant,” Makayla asked after grace had concluded and the food was being passed counter-clockwise, “did you grow up on a reservation?”




“You can call me John,” he said.




And before he could continue, Mrs. Washington looked up. Dawn winced. She’d forgotten that rule.




“Excuse me, Mr. Brant,” she said. “I understand it’s different in many families, but I want my grandchildren to be in the habit of addressing adults as Mister, Missus, or Miss and their last names or as sir and ma’am.”




John caught himself.




“I beg your pardon,” he managed. “Of course. Yes, Makayla. I grew up on a reservation in Wisconsin.”




“You goin’ back?” Dwight asked.




Mrs. Washington cleared her throat and gave him a powerful stink eye. Dwight rolled his eyes and took a deep breath.




“Excuse me,” he said. “Are you ever going back, Mr. Brant?”




“Is it poor?” Neveah asked. “I heard people on the reservations are poor.”




“I go back about twice a year,” John answered them, hiding his smile behind his glass while he sipped his water. “And it used to be a lot poorer before the casino opened.”




“Do you find that depending on income from gambling is a blessing?” Mrs. Washington asked.




Eyebrows around the table went up, as her views on gambling and other vices were well known.




“It’s definitely a mixed blessing,” John said. “It’s lifted the tribe as a whole out of poverty, provided the funds to expand the health clinic, fund the schools, provide job training and scholarships, and make sure nobody goes hungry. The casino provides jobs, political clout, and a fence between my people and the hungry world of the white man.”




The kids and Uncle Chris nodded, understanding him perfectly.




“But,” he added, “it also has a way of twisting our priorities. People start to make decisions based on what’s best for the casino, because it’s nearly all of our income, but what’s good for the casino isn’t necessarily good for the people. Some of the people who go there are driven by demons. They play until they lose everything. No one prospers from that. I think all of us would like to see the money used to build up infrastructure and community so we can be completely self-sufficient, deal with the world on our own terms, but we’ve got a lot of catch up to do before we get there.”




“Are there any plans to do away with the casino?” Mrs. Washington asked.




John sighed. 




“No,” he admitted. “White man wants to give you money? You take it. The casinos only exist because the Federal government recognized that the tribes have limited sovereignty. Pointing out to the tribal council that they could just as easily decide we don’t does not make you a popular person. Insisting that they come up with a contingency plan and start putting money towards that gets you ignored and then shunned.”




“You did that?” Dawn asked, startled.




“My father did,” he answered. “Still does. Twice a year, he goes to the council meetings and gets everyone riled up again.”




“I don’t suppose those are the times you choose to visit,” Dima remarked.




“Hey, he needs a cheering section, and I’m his biggest fan,” John said, grinning.




The conversation moved on while they dug into pot roast, roasted carrots, potatoes, and onions, green beans, collard greens, and cornbread. Dima updated them on his latest cooking adventures.




“When will you start baking?” Mrs. Washington asked. 




“Not until I can follow a recipe as written instead of haring off like a madman, or so Chef Wyatt tells me,” Dima answered.




The children looked at him, confused.




“He adds garlic to everything,” Dawn explained.




“I like garlic,” Dima said.




“A lot,” Dawn added.




John mimed waving his hand in front of his nose, wincing at a bad smell, and got laughs.




“Mr. Hentzau, have you heard about the House of Romanov?” Marcus asked.




The news had broken on Friday, and this was Sunday. She and Dima had read as much as they could, but it had taken a consultation with Guardian to get a full list of the charges filed against Alexander Romanov. The media had been focused on the spectacle of his utter and complete fall from grace—disowned by his family, arrested by the Italian police, and handed over to Interpol—and the family’s subsequent renunciation of their claim to the Imperial throne more than they had his crimes.




“We have,” Dima admitted. 




“I get that they kicked Alexander out, but how come his son ain’t the new boss?” Dwight asked.




“Young man,” Mrs. Washington said severely, “you may speak trash with your friends, but in this house, you will use correct English.”




Dwight’s skin was too dark to see a blush, but his expression of embarrassment mixed with irritation was impossible to miss.




“Dialects vary in their expressions,” Dawn said, remembering one of the few linguistics lectures she’d managed to sit in, “but they are internally consistent, and a lot of the complaints about poor grammar are just the speakers of the dominant dialect using their privilege to oppress the speakers of less economically advantaged dialects.”




She had been buttering her cornbread, but looked up and saw everybody staring at her. Mrs. Washington’s mouth was pursed, and her eyebrows were raised in astonishment. Dawn glanced over at Dima, who blinked several times, as if in polite incredulity that she would so blatantly contradict their host and undermine her authority with her grandchildren. She reviewed the words that came out of her mouth.




“Uh…which is not to say that speakers shouldn’t learn to code switch so they can move between classes and dialects without offending anyone. The more dialects a person can communicate in, the better off they are. So, um, you really should practice speaking Standard American English until you can do it in your sleep.”




After a moment, Mrs. Washington nodded in agreement. 




“Standard American English,” she said. “Thank you, Miss Summers. Maybe I need to get you boys a book on that, so you understand how important it is.”




“Yes, ma’am,” Dwight and Marcus said in unison.




Dima relaxed. Dawn saw John’s shoulders shake as he laughed silently.




“To answer your question, Dwight,” Dima said, “no one has come right out and said it, but I believe the man who’s taken leadership for the Romanovs has out maneuvered Alexander’s sons. Piotr Alexandreivich can argue that as they have renounced the title of tsar, they are no longer bound by the Pauline laws of inheritance. He steps forward as the strongest contender to lead the family, and the other branches of the family support him, Gregory and Stanislav will either have to acquiesce or face the same consequences their father did.”




“If he’s not the tsar, though,” Marcus asked. “What is he?”




“The next most potent title the family claims which was not voided by the Russian revolution,” Dima said, “is that of Duke of Verona. It helps that the family still owns nearly ten percent of the land in that region.”




“What about his daughters?” Neveah asked. She had listened to more than one discussion about titles and nobility with avid interest. “Don’t they get to be princesses anymore?”




“Each was a Grand Duchess,” Dima gently corrected her, “which is a higher rank than a princess, and they also each held the title of tsarevna, which means daughter of the tsar.”




Neveah looked a little horrified that there could be a title better than princess, but she accepted it.




“With the downfall of their father and the renunciation of the title,” he continued, “they are no longer either. Their mother is the Contessa Panzutti in her own right, which makes their eldest brother Vicomte Yverdon, so they are now Lady Tatiana, Lady Nadia, and Lady Natalia.”




Which meant Talia now ranked well below Dima, something which amused Dawn to no end. Hell, if Dawn earned a title beyond a knighthood—like being ennobled as a baroness or countess—she would rank higher than Talia. 




“That must be awful,” Neveah sighed with a sympathy Dawn guessed Talia had never once experienced.




“She is still a member of her family,” Dima reminded her. “And she’s still quite rich. She owns her own perfume and cosmetic companies, and they do extremely well.”




“Oooh, maybe I could get some,” Neveah murmured, lost in a happy daydream.




“Young lady, how old do you have to be before you may own or wear makeup?” Mrs. Washington asked.




Neveah’s shoulders slumped.




“Sixteen, Grandma,” she answered.




“That’s five long years from now,” Mrs. Washington reminded her. “Don’t waste your time on frivolities that far out when you have goals to accomplish in the here and now.”




“You could use some of your birthday money to buy it when you turn sixteen,” Dwight reminded her.




That seemed to cheer her. All Dawn could think was that since Talia’s products were luxury brands, and as none of the people in product design were familiar with the concept of multi-culturalism, there wouldn’t be a single thing in Neveah’s slender price range or her color palette. She wished she’d hit Talia at least once more.




“What was Alexander Nikole-Nikolee-Niki—” Dwight attempted.




“Nikolaevich,” Dawn supplied.




“Right.” He smiled. “What was he arrested for? All anyone on the news will say is that there was a lot of charges.”




Dawn and Dima traded a look. John kept his eyes on his plate, worrying a piece of potato across a puddle of gravy. Taekwon stayed quiet.




“Many of his crimes were financial,” Dima answered. “Fraud, racketeering, collusion. Basically, he used his businesses to force smaller businesses into bankruptcy or to corner markets and become a monopoly or an oligopoly and charge vastly inflated prices. He also committed about every type of tax evasion and fraud that exists. However, the most scandalous of his crimes, and the reason he was stripped of his titles and disowned, is because he ran a human trafficking ring.”




Even little DeShawn looked up at that.




“It’s pretty grim,” Dawn said, quietly. “People gave him money, and he would kidnap women or children according to what they wanted—hair color, eye color, age—and then hand them over. There were a few survivors, people who managed to escape at some point, but…”




She fell silent, thinking of Guardian’s dispassionate reports and the numbers both implied and real. There were also the rumors that he had abused his own children and possibly some of his nieces and nephews. None of the Romanovs would respond to questions or allegations on that matter, and the new Duke of Verona had expelled more than one reporter for bringing it up during a press conference.




“The police believe that most of the victims were murdered,” Dima explained, his voice softened. “And their killers then approached Alexander with more money and another request. It appears his customers ranged from nobility to political leaders to the very wealthy, even to some celebrities. You will probably hear stories for the next year or so as they track down as many as they can and bring them to justice.”




“May God Almighty have mercy on the souls of those poor children,” Mrs. Washington whispered. 




Dima crossed himself. The children watched silently, eyes wide with dread and curiosity.




“He was a slaver, then,” Uncle Chris said.




“He was,” Dima confirmed. “The few times I met him in person, I found him an extremely disagreeable person and spent as little time near him as possible. In the last week, I’ve learned that there is at least one unresolved kidnapping from my grafschaft which may be related to his crimes.”




That settled a gloomy silence on the table until DeShawn spoke up.




“My daddy’s in Afghanistan,” he said. “We got a letter from him this week.”




And that took them in a much more welcome direction, asking about news from Michael Bennington’s deployment and his work as a soldier. Neveah, Makayla, and DeShawn’s mother had died of breast cancer only two years previously, and their father had come home long enough to settle the estate and move his children in with his mother-in-law before returning to the war zone he called home.




“Mike, he has as hard a time to adjusting to life outside the military as I did adjusting to life inside of it,” Uncle Chris noted. “Crazy as it sounds, he’s a happier, better man when he’s in harm’s way.”




“It’s like that for some people,” John agreed. “Crazy stuff gets to be normal, and when you get back to the old world you left behind, you get stressed out waiting for something to happen.”




“Sometimes we talk to him on the computer,” Neveah said. 




“And we send him drawings and cards and stuff,” Makayla added.




“Is he coming home for Christmas?” DeShawn asked.




“Baby, the army needs their soldiers every day,” Mrs. Washington said. “They can’t all get off on Christmas. Whenever he does come to visit, we’ll make that day Christmas.”




“I don’t know where we’re going to fit him,” Marcus sighed. “It’s getting so if someone wants to sneeze, they have to step out in the hallway.”




“I’m sure we can make arrangements,” Dima said.




“Now, Mr. Hentzau,” Mrs. Washington began.




“For a service member returned home to visit his children?” Dima asked her, a twinkle in his eye. “I have no doubt there will be a vacant apartment which can hold him for a few weeks. It’s only my patriotic duty.”




The youngest children beamed, and Mrs. Washington let it slide, giving Dima a knowing look. He smiled back at her.




“The pot roast is delicious,” he complimented her. 




In the end, Taekwon did not escape the matriarch’s attention.




“And what are you doing, Mr. Regalado, when you’re not helping Mr. Hentzau?” She asked.




Taekwon hastily swallowed whatever was in his mouth.




“I’m taking classes to transfer into Howard University,” he managed.




Dawn saw both Dwight and Marcus perk up.




“I had been thinking of a degree in fashion merchandising,” he said, “but when I landed this job with Mr. Hentzau, it pays so well, that I figured I’d just drop out and—”




“You will not!” Mrs. Washington pronounced with the firmness of an Old Testament prophet. “You will pursue your education, young man, and use your current position as a stepping stone.”




Taekwon froze like a rabbit in a field of wolves.




“I told him I’d fire him if he dropped his classes,” Dima said. “Then I told him that I’d reimburse his costs at the community college so long as he kept his grades up, and if he makes it into Howard, I will provide him with a full scholarship.”




Both Dwight and Marcus went into groaning throes of jealousy.




“Man, how could you even think of dropping out?” Marcus demanded.




It took Taekwon a moment to recover himself.




“Well, I’m not anymore, of course,” he said. “In fact, to hell with fashion merchandising. I want to go for fashion design now. But, man, I’m telling you, in the time I’ve been working for Mr. Hentzau and Miss Summers, I learned more about fashion history, current designers, bespoke—that’s tailoring if you’re not from Europe—suits, fabrics, jewelry, and the difference between the quality stuff and the stuff that just looks flashy than I thought possible. No way I’m stopping now.”




“Mr. Regalado,” Mrs. Washington admonished him in a much gentler voice, “I would prefer if you did not curse in front of the children. I prefer that they learn to express themselves without vulgarities.”




“What’d I say?” he asked, startled.




“ ‘To hell with fashion merchandising’,” John reminded him. “Though I wasn’t aware that ‘fashion’ had become a bad word.”




Mrs. Washington shook her finger at John, but she smiled while she did it.




After dinner, Dawn helped ferry dishes to the kitchen where Neveah and Dwight had started an assembly line of washing. All the apartments had dishwashers, but Mrs. Washington firmly believed that children should be required to apply elbow grease to tasks several times a day, and that manual labor led to lower electricity bills.




Mrs. Washington took Taekwon aside and showed him some of the things her mother, a seamstress, had left her. Taekwon went into raptures about vintage styles and the quality of stitching, winning her over. Then they took down the globe from the living room bookshelf, and using the light from Dima’s cellphone, demonstrated to DeShawn and Makayla what time zones were and why Dima got up before five o’clock in the morning to talk with his business and grafschaft employees in Ruritania.




“Will you come to my school?” DeShawn begged.




“It’s summer, DeShawn,” Marcus reminded him. “You don’t even go to school yet.”




“When I do,” DeShawn amended, “will you come?”




“I will happily come to your school,” Dima told him. “If you’ll let me know your teacher’s name, I’ll contact them and ask their permission.”




Dawn could foresee the rapid escalation of Show And Tell that would spawn. The other kid brings a toy fire truck, you bring a mediatized Ruritanian count. That was the DC public school way.




And since it was no longer dinner, it was possible to discuss problems.




“That one lady from the neighborhood behind us has been to the playground several times,” Mrs. Washington told Dima. “I wouldn’t mind so much, but she tries telling other people what they can and can’t do, and if they call her on it, she says she’s your good friend and just looking out for you.”




“I’m sure I’ve never met her before in my life,” Dima sighed. “I thought funding the public park would alleviate this problem with non-residents.”




“It will for the other apartments around here,” Mrs. Washington said. “But the houses are on the other side, so it’s a longer walk. And, they’re not picking up after their dogs either.”




Dima frowned.




“I’d really rather not fence the entire property,” he sighed. “I don’t have a problem with non-residents enjoying the playground, so long as it’s not too crowded, but if they can’t even pick up after their animals…Let’s put up signs, more trash cans, and cameras. Obvious cameras. Perhaps it’ll deter them. If that doesn’t work, I’ll have to look at fencing.”




Mrs. Washington nodded, satisfied.




“And I’m hearing from several places that there are plenty of people interested in opening businesses on the ground floor,” she continued, “but finance is a real problem. None of the banks want to risk loans on anything as small as a start up daycare or barbershop.”




“But those are the building blocks of a community,” Dima said, frowning. “The banks have a responsibility to invest in their communities and help people build wealth.”




Mrs. Washington gave him a jaundiced look.




“I don’t know about where you’re from, Mr. Hentzau,” she said, “but around here, the only people banks risk their money on are the ones who don’t need it.”




“It would appear that we’ll need some manner of alliance which advocates for the small business owners and perhaps even a bank which responds to the needs of the community,” Dima said.




“Your father was talking about starting one,” she told him. “Both your parents, actually. They had their own matters they came out for, but once they were here, neither of them could ignore the troubles around them. Why, there are still boxes of the paperwork from that, down in storage.”




Both Dima and Dawn perked up.




“Which storage?” He asked. “I thought I’d been through all of them.”




“Oh, it’s in the sub-basement,” she answered. “I don’t think anyone’s been down there since just after they died. I’ll take you down there tomorrow, if you’ll bring the keys.”






John found her on the patio late that night.




“Anything from your friends?” he asked.




He offered her a glass of wine, which she took with thanks, and then she shook her head in answer.




“Not a word,” she said. “Nobody can tell us where they are—other than Colorado-ish. All M will say is that they are safe and we should hear from them shortly, but I got the feeling she was getting a little impatient.”




He took a seat and opened the beer he’d brought with him.




“Taekwon’s over the moon with Mrs. Washington taking a shine to him,” he said.




“I thought she was kind of hard on him,” Dawn said.




John smiled.




“Woman like that—and we have them on the Rez—she’s the backbone of her family, her church, and her community,” he told her. “If she’s hard on you, it’s because she’s decided that you’re worth her time, and that is no small thing. Taekwon is the third of four sons. He’s dying for a little adult attention, and he doesn’t get it at home. One of the reasons why he’s thrown himself heart and soul into working for Dima. You’ve got to admit, Dima’s got a serious big brother vibe going,.”




“That’s for sure,” Dawn agreed.




He took a drink from his bottle and set it on the table between them.




“So, I’m going to stick my neck out, Dawn, partly because I think you’re worth it, and partly because you and Dima look to be pretty solid.”




She knew the start of a deep conversation when she heard one, so she tucked her bookmark into her book, closed it, and set it aside.




“Okay. I’m listening.”




“Good,” he said, nodding. “Anyone ever give you the ‘you’re a grown up now’ speech?”




She reviewed in her head.




“I’ve given that speech to Buffy, when I had to convince her to let me stay and fight by her side,” she said. “And there have been hints of it from my teachers, when they tell me off for late homework.”




“Not exactly the same thing,” he said. “What I’m talking about is the switch from being a child to being an adult. Kind of like in your book with Sara Crewe. When I was growing up, I read every book in my school’s library. Every damn one and most of them twice, because there weren’t that many of them. And I read A Little Princess.”




He stayed quiet for a moment, considering something, and he looked sad.




“For a while there, Sara has no one to take care of her, no protector,” he continued. “And then she gets a new one. I think the reason that book has such a universal appeal is that most kids are aware that they’re supposed to have a protector, that sometimes protectors fail, and that Sara’s father’s best friend then makes up for his absence in a spectacular way.”




Dawn thought about it. Her favorite scene in the book had been when Sara, half-starved and living in a freezing attic, had woken, warm and tucked under a down comforter and thick blankets, on a feather bed, with a warm fire in the grate, warm clothes waiting for her, a table covered in food. All her troubles were gone. The mystery, then, was who had done it. Who had stepped into the void left by her father’s death and filled it?




“There are times,” John continued, “that you’ve got a real ‘baby bird fallen out of its nest’ look to you, and I’ve noticed that everyone, myself included, hustles to make sure you’re taken care of. You’ve had more than your fair share of protectors.”




“That’s true,” Dawn agreed, thinking back to the revelation that the monks who had turned her into a girl had deliberately made her the little sister of the Slayer, so she would be protected from Glorificus. It didn’t matter what her memories of childhood were. Buffy had been her first protector.




“It’s good that you recognize it,” John said. “How old are you now?”




“By the calendar,” she said, “I’m eighteen and a half. By the days I’ve lived, I think I just turned twenty-one.”




She didn’t bother going into the part about how she’d only existed as a person for seven years. No need to complicate things.




“And some day, you’re going to have to explain that one to me,” he answered. “Either way, you’re not a child anymore.”




“No,” she agreed.




“It is right and proper for a child to be protected,” he said. “It’s right and proper for the people who have no clue that vampires and werewolves and demons exist to be protected from them. It is right and proper—though pretty fucking rare—for people with wealth and power to protect those without them. I’m guessing you were pretty young when Buffy was called as the Slayer?”




“Ten years old,” Dawn replied.




“So it was proper for her to protect you from the things she dealt with,” he responded. “Just like it was proper for you to demand the right to fight at her side. Once my grandfather saw that I had power and began teaching me, I had a responsibility beyond my years to my people and even to all people, to intercede on their behalf, to protect them from dangers they couldn’t perceive, and to guide them in matters of the Great Spirit. Dima’s been in charge of his little sister since he was fourteen, and he was raised since childhood to be aware that the due he was expected to pay for the power and wealth he was born to was to be the champion of all those people in his power.”




“Okay,” she said, not sure where he was going, but trying to keep up.




“You’re not a child anymore, Dawn,” he said. “You’re a grown up. You’re a person with power, knowledge, allies, and even a little bit of wealth. You’re kind of edging that way on your own, but I want you to start making the conscious decision to be the person who protects others. Don’t just fall into it. Choose it.”




She blinked in surprise. Had Buffy ever chosen, or had she just gone along with it? No, she’d chosen. Over and over and over again, she’d chosen. Giles had chosen to be a Watcher. Jenny had chosen to be a mother to her. Willow and Tara had chosen to take care of her. Dima had chosen to take on the ducklings. 




But what about her? What about being a Key? She’d spent her entire—short!—existence as a human and a Key trying to protect her identity for fear someone would use her. But what about going to other worlds? Was that why the Doctor had taught her how to do that? He’d said he wanted her to understand what it meant to be a Key, so she could make her own decisions. Was she supposed to go to all the worlds she had been missing from? But…they were uncountable. And what about the fact that she’d been lynched in one world, had seen six men kill themselves and a boy in a second, and in a third would have died, been raped, died, or been kidnapped, raped, and died if Dima and House hadn’t been there.




“Didn’t think I was going to blow your mind, Dawn,” John said.




She looked up, surprised. He’d been watching her the whole time. She managed a weak smile.




“There’s…background,” she said. 




“Want to talk about it?” he asked.




“Um…not yet?”




“That’s cool too,” he responded. “I’m here if you decide you need to. That is, I’m going inside and will be going to bed shortly, but you know what I mean.”




“I do know what you mean,” she answered.




She spent another twenty minutes or so, staring at the few stars she could see, enjoying the cool air that high up, and wondering if His Majesty would stop by. But he didn’t.






“Daughter of the former tsar, Natalia Romanov,” the announcer segued into a new video clip, “is currently in the United States. Her spokesperson refused to comment on the story, and she did not respond to requests for an interview.”




The video showed Natalia, wearing huge sunglasses and thick makeup to cover the bruises from their fight, warding off a crowd of reporters as bodyguards and her personal assistant hustled her into the back of a limousine. Dawn saw a line of sutures from her eyebrow to nearly her hairline and realized she’d nearly duplicated Dima’s old scar from dueling Adolph Holofernes when she’d stabbed Talia in the face with the handle of the magnifying glass. There was a symmetry there she appreciated.




Natalia spat something at the reporters, but the audio was muted. Dawn tried to read Talia’s lips but realized her jaw wasn’t moving.




“Holy shit, Dawnie,” Hodgins laughed, “did you break her jaw?!”




“She broke a Nazi’s arm,” Angela said. “No reason why she couldn’t break a grand duchess’s jaw.”




She blushed, but there was a sense of horror growing at the back of her mind. She hadn’t set out to destroy Talia Romanov’s face. It was just that Talia had been such a brutal fighter, she’d answered in kind so she didn’t get her own face caved in. Except, she had set Talia off with her threat. Except, she wasn’t about to let Talia leave without making it clear that Talia didn’t get to ever hurt Dima again. Had she created a mortal enemy out of Talia Romanov? If so, what did she do about it? Maybe that’s why M warned her to be willing to kill Talia if she ever got in another fight with her.




She’d have to ask Dima. Maybe Giles, too. Giles always seemed to have a good idea of how to deal with bad people. Maybe it had something to do with his days as Ripper. 




“Looking for Dawn Summers?” a fluffy headed scholarly type said, poking his head into the office.




“That’s me,” she answered, looking up from her screens of scanned skulls and the overlaying layers of reconstruction.




“Hey, Doctor Dan Myers from down in American Art,” he introduced himself. “You dropped off this beaded strap for an ID? Can you tell me where you got it?”




“Oh, a crow gave it to me,” she said.




It had been one of the many presents His Majesty had given her in exchange for tasty bits of shrimp and chicken.




“A Crow?” Myers asked. “That’s odd, because it’s Pequot work, and the Crow are from a completely different region, but—”




She laughed. 




“Not a member of the Crow tribe, Doctor Myer,” she explained. “A bird. A corvid.”




He blinked in amazement.




“Well, that’s…not what I expected,” he said. “So you don’t have any provenance?”




“I’m afraid not,” she answered. “I was just hoping you could tell me what it was and who made it. You said Pequot?”




“Uh, yes.” He pulled his focus back to her and the decorated piece of leather she’d given him. “They were an indigenous tribe that was destroyed by British settlers in the early seventeen hundreds. The survivors joined up with another group of people. This is the strap from a medicine bag. The rest of it would have been decorated in a similar manner. It’s in astonishingly good condition, which leads me to believe that it’s a reproduction or even a fake, but…”




“But?” Dawn prompted.




Both Hodgins and Angela had come over, fascinated by the conversation.




“Well, it’s just…nobody would fake this,” Myers said. “It’s too obscure. There’s no market for it right now. I don’t know of anyone who’s done a reproduction of a piece of a Pequot medicine bag. If they were going to, they’d do the whole bag. And it can’t be a fake, because it hasn’t been properly aged. This looks like it’s maybe ten or fifteen years old, not more than three centuries.”




“We could run it a carbon 14 test,” Hodgins offered. “I’ve got some space in the mass spectrometer’s schedule.”




“Oh, well,” Myers tried to demur.




“The leather would be good for it,” Hodgins continued. “And I could check the shell beads to see which invertebrate species they come from. Mass spec would tell us which geographic location they came from, and I could check to see what the change in marine populations has been. Maybe it’s from an extinct or eradicated species. That would nail the time down too.”




“You can do all that?” Myers asked, fascinated.




“Well, usually, we save the equipment for dead people,” Hodgins intoned, “but for you, I’ll make an exception.”




“I would really like to know more about this piece,” Myers hedged. “It really is fascinating.”




“So hand it over,” Hodgins said. “I’ll take a couple of very small sample—a snip of leather, grind some dust off a couple of the shell beads—and we’ll run it through the mass spec.”




“How long would it take to get results?” Dawn asked.




“Well, so long as no one dies,” Hodgins said, looking upward, “end of this week.”




“Oh, I hope no one dies,” Doctor Myers said.




“We’re all with you on that,” Angela replied, taking the strap from his hand. “We’ll let you know.”




And she shooed him out.






That evening, Dima brought several boxes up from storage with Illustrious and Serene’s help. Dima was furious with the previous management company’s work already, and the state of the boxes just made it worse. There was a great deal of water damage, and at some point, something had gotten in and chewed on things. They ended up putting the boxes on the terrace, under the cover of the arbor, as they took things apart.




Dawn joined them and put on gloves and a mask as they pulled apart rotten cardboard. Taekwon brought out a spray bottle of diluted bleach to keep the dust and spores down. John even ran his hands over them, singing softly under his breath words that Dawn knew were meant to quiet the spirits of those whose bones had laid out in the open and to send away scavengers and vermin.




“It looks like they just grabbed whatever was out at the time, boxed it up without any organization, and put it down in the basement,” Dawn said. 




There were stacks of documents and folders and pads of paper that had become unwieldy bricks. Taekwon took out and unfolded a silk shirt, and two cufflinks and a tie pin fell out.




“Those were my father’s,” Dima said, picking one up so that the late evening sunlight glinted off the coat of arms. “Doctor Mallard said he promised to take away any documents that would have pointed towards who really had my parents killed, to keep me from seeking vengeance as a child, but…what he did have was incomplete to say the least. And here are my father’s missing journals.”




He brought out three leather bound volumes in terrible condition. The dark green leather flaked away, and the gilt edged paper stuck together. The pages, for the most part, were separate, but there were stains across all of them, and much of the ink was washed out or faded into near illegibility.




“And they’re in cipher,” Dima sighed.




“Do you have the key?” Dawn asked.




“There are at least twenty different ciphers he could have used,” he answered, terribly discouraged. “I have perhaps five keys with me. The rest are back in Var Hentzau with my aunt, and she will ask questions about why I need them. Even if I refuse to answer, it will stir interest.”




“Let me take a look at them,” Dawn said. 




He looked over at her. “Can you…?”




“Won’t know until I try, will I?” she said. 




They found, among other things, the missing key to one of the cabinets in the wet bar, revealing several well aged bottles of liquor, as well as a bottle of Dima’s mother’s perfume, several exquisite pens, and what Dawn immediately recognized as a two foot long combat stake. She and John exchanged a look over that one as she looked it over. It was teak inlaid with silver and whitethorn, and there were marks of wear on the grips and on the point. Had Dima’s parents had to deal with vampires on top of everything else? It didn’t seem fair.




“Well, this does look like the sort of documentation someone would have if they were considering opening a bank,” Dima said, picking through the final box. 




“Hey, there’s a video disk here,” Dawn said, pulling the jewel case out and holding it up.




It was a recordable mini-disk, popular from around the time that Dima’s parents had died. There was a scribble across the front.




“For Dima”




She handed it to him.




“I think I still have the player this goes with,” he said softly.




He did. It took help from Serene and Illustrious, who were adept at electronics, to hook it up to the older television in his office. They gave him privacy to watch the contents of the disk while Dawn perused the last third of the last journal. Dima’s father, Alexi, had indeed used a cipher for some of his writing, but most of it was written in German. It seemed he felt no need to hide quotidian matters of events in Ruritanian society, little Gretel’s medical problems, or public works that fell under his authority as graf. Then she noticed, only occasionally, a small tick marked above the first letter of some names, and when that happened, within three pages, there would be a ciphered section. 




She noticed Secundus’s name, Doctor Mallard, Dima’s mother, Dima, and then…




Sprach mit Abigail Wickham über die Bibliotheken. 




Abigail Wickham? The librarian Aunt Clarimonda had hired to catalog the Hentzau libraries and collections when Dima was seventeen? His father had spoken to her three years prior to that?




And why did her brain keep snagging on that name, like there was something more to it? The last name reminded her of the antagonist from Pride and Prejudice, but so what? It was a British last name.




She scanned the next page, and sure enough, there was a section in cipher. She couldn’t make heads or tails of it.




“Dawn.”




Dima stood in the doorway to the terrace, looking pale and stunned. 




“What’s wrong?” she asked, getting to her feet.




“Come and see this with me?” he asked.




“Of course.”




She followed him into his office where he closed the door and took a seat next to her. He picked up the remote and restarted the disk from the beginning. When he set the remote down, Dawn took his hand and held it in hers.




The picture was not very sharp, but she recognized it immediately as having been filmed in that apartment, in the living room, where Alexi and Greta sat on the same couch she curled up on most evenings. It was mid-day, but they looked haunted.




“My sweet Dima,” Greta said, speaking in the rounded, purring tones of High Ruritanian Deutsch, “I hope that you never see this. I hope that in a few month’s time, after the calamities we expect, your father and I will be home, and while life will be much different, we will all be together again.”




The first thing she noticed—other than the two of them holding hands just as she and Dima were doing—was that Greta’s gestures and voice reminded her of both Princess Antonia and Lucy. There was a certain, tiny tilt of her head, a sad quirk to her smile, and a quality in the timbre of her voice that was undeniably held in common with those two girls. 




She was watching the woman who should have been queen of Ruritania.




“But, if you are watching this,” Greta continued, “our hopes have failed, and you have been told that we are dead.”




“Son,” Alexi said, and his voice was deeper than Dawn had expected, “know that we love you, that we are proud of you, and that we know you will make a fine graf, perhaps the best Hentzau has ever known. We know that you will take care of your sister and shelter her her entire life. There is so much you cannot know now that you will discover when you turn eighteen. Aunt Clarimonda will explain it to you, and you must listen to her guidance on these matters. There are some things we can tell you, that we must tell you now.”




“The betrothal we drew up between you and the Grand Duchess Natalia Alexandreivich is only to protect you in the event of our deaths,” Greta said, all smiles gone from her face. “Under no circumstances are you to marry her or allow her family to gain control over you or any aspect of the grafschaft. We chose them not because they are worthy of a connection to our family or because we foresee any affection between you and Natalia, but because they are powerful enough to protect you in our absence.” 




“The betrothal contract specifies that you can call it off before you turn eighteen,” Alexi continued, “and the penalties for this may appear quite damaging, but I’ve taken steps to mitigate them. Even if they were damaging, son, I would far rather accept them than risk you to the Romanovs. They are twisted people, son. I have told Clarimonda that you are not even to meet Natalia until you are of age. Form no attachment to Natalia and stay away from her friends. We do not approve of or trust her. Annul the betrothal before you turn eighteen.”




Dawn looked at Dima, who had lowered his face and listened only.




“If, from circumstances we have not foreseen,” Greta said, “you are still betrothed to her when you reach eighteen, do not despair. You will have, by then, met a young woman by the name of Abigail Wickham. Find her and speak to her. She is aware of the circumstances, and we have made arrangements with her to help.”




A smile flickered across Alexi’s face, something darkly amusing.




“We have spoken many times, son, of the choices other Hentzau have made,” he said. “Of actions which, seen from our modern eyes appear dishonorable or deplorable, but when the choice was made, it was done to protect the family and, in doing so, protect the people of Hentzau. Remember, son, so long as the family prospers, so will the people.”




Dawn spared another look at Dima, who had not moved or spoken.




“What Miss Wickham tells you may strike you as questionable, perhaps even unethical,” Alexi continued. “Please remember that anything she has done was with the goal of protecting you and the family and has our approval. There is a bond between her family and ours, Dmitri. If you have not guessed it, ask, and she will tell you.”




“As for our deaths,” Greta said, and her jade green eyes darkened with grief. “I cannot tell you how sorry I am, son, or how much we love you. Our story has not gone as we would have chosen, but we have taken steps to protect yours, as best we can.”




“We must keep some secrets from you, Dima,” Alexi said, “for your own protection. Clarimonda will explain to you what our family faces, what your mother has endured, the nightmare that has engulfed the throne and our land. When you are old enough and she has told you, find the Count de Carabas. You’ve heard me speak of him before. You remember the stories and the contacts I told you of. Find him, and tell him the Crow King commands that he speak of the arrangements I made with him. He will only do so if you use the name of the Crow King, not mine.”




“We love you,” his mother said.




Wir lieben dich.




The video ended.




“She never told you,” Dawn said, numb.




“She never told me,” Dima agreed. “When I turned eighteen, Aunt Clarimonda never spoke a word to me. I thought she knew nothing about it, but it appears my parents confided in her.”




“I don’t understand,” Dawn said. “Did she betray you?”




He shook his head, a tiny motion.




“No,” he said, his voice hoarse. “I think I understand all too well what happened. She faced the queen less than a week after my parents were murdered so that she could swear fealty in my stead. I’d told her that I would do it. I wanted to do it. But she refused to let me go. She went instead, and I have no doubt the queen told her she would kill Clarimonda, me, and Gretel, rip the line of Hentzau out of the ground and destroy it, root and stem, if she did not acquiesce. So Clarimonda sacrificed herself. She…She may not even remember it. Tarlenheim didn’t remember what the queen had done to him, so I see no reason why she would.”




“But…why bother?” Dawn asked. “Why not just kill the three of you? There’d be no one left to inherit.”




“I think,” he said softly, “because for some reason, Sycorax will not kill children. Not even nearly grown ones. Everything I remember of Drago’s vision, everything I’ve read that I can find about her, she never once directly killed a child or intentionally caused their death.”




“She’ll kill you now, if she gets the chance,” Dawn said.




“Oh, yes,” he agreed.




She took a deep breath and steeled herself.




“Well, sucks to be her, since she’s going to have to go through me, the Slayers Council, Riley’s squad, the matriculation board, and the ducklings,” she said.




“That’s—” he started, but she put a finger on his lips.




“You protect others,” she told him, “and I protect you. Got it?”




He managed a laugh, half amused and half horrified.




“Nobody messes with my boyfriend,” she reminded him.






Nobody messed with her boyfriend, it seemed, except the matriculation board.




Tuesday, John picked her up from work, and Dima was packing when they got back.




“I received a call from M,” he explained. “She needs me to do something for her, and I’m very sorry, Dawn, but I can’t share any details.”




“Okay, but…you’re coming back, right?”




“Yes, of course,” he answered, and paused to give her a kiss.




He was dressed, she noticed, in military fatigues—a black t-shirt, mixed gray camouflage pants, laced up boots—and he wasn’t packing much besides what he might need in the field. He also packed several weapons.




“Can you tell me how long you’ll be gone?” she asked.




He sighed and looked chagrined. 




“I can’t,” he said. “I don’t believe it’ll be too long, but I can’t say beyond that.”




And was ‘too long’ counted in hours? Days? Weeks?




“Okay,” she managed, feeling a little panicked at losing him. “Um, take care? Don’t die?”




He stopped again, took her in his arms, and held her.




“I’ll be fine,” he said. “I don’t expect any danger, and I’ll call you as soon as I can.”




She nodded.




His phone rang, and he answered it with one word responses.




“My ride’s here,” he told her, ending the call. “I love you, and I’ll see you soon.”




“I love you too,” she told him.




They kissed, he hugged John, shook hands with Taekwon, and then she watched him leave.






It wasn’t hard to figure out why she couldn’t sleep that night. The bed was too large without Dima. Ashera certainly didn’t appreciate losing out on her favorite human pillow. And she couldn’t stop thinking about Abigail Wickham.




She turned it over and over in her head. Where did she remember that name from? From before Dima ever mentioned her as his lover. She went out to the terrace, picked up the journal in question, and went to the page where she’d seen the name. She traced the letters as if she was writing them. Alexi must have gone to a British school like Dima had. His handwriting looked so much like Giles’s that—




She hadn’t heard the name Abigail Wickham before. She’d seen it. Written down. Handwritten. By Giles.




She left the journal on the patio table, went back inside, found her satchel of holding, and took out the thick stack of letters from home. They were the basis of what would one day be her own personal Watcher library, with news from home, news from the restoration of the Council, tidbits from Giles, Willow, and Jenny on the obscure knowledge of magic and demons, and thoughts from Xander on the craziness of it all.




It took her several tries to find it, a letter she’d received in February after the trip to the monastery in the Czech Republic. In fact, she’d taken it with her on the train to Var Hentzau but kept falling asleep when she tried to read it, because she’d been anemic with all the trips she’d made as a Key. It was in a list of the top items discussed in the last Council meeting.




On my return from Strelsau, I stopped in England to meet with the mother of Abigail Wickham, the last of the Watchers killed by the First Evil.




Abigail Wickham had been a Watcher. Dima had mentioned she’d died, killed in some sort of explosion, but he’d never been able to get more information on it. She was surprised he’d gotten that much, considering the lengths to which the authorities and remnants of the Council had gone to cover up the deaths of nearly all the top leadership of the Watchers Council at the hands of the First. 




Had she been a Watcher when she’d met Dima? Librarian was a favorite occupation for Watchers, since it gave them access to all manner of documents and books, the opportunity to work in schools, which was where the majority of Potentials were found, and they tended towards scholasticism anyways.




Miss Wickham also left behind a son, four years in age. There is no record of the boy’s father.




She read those lines over and over again. Four years. Dima would turn twenty-four years old in two weeks. Just before he’d turned eighteen years old, he’d met Abigail Wickham, and they’d become lovers. If they’d conceived a child, he would have been born in March the next year. She’d gotten the letter in February after Giles had been out in January.




It was possible.




She looked up and made sure the door to the bedroom was closed. Then she took out her phone.




“Guardian?”




“Hello, Dawn, how are you?”




“I’m good. You?”




She made herself slow down and go through the motions of courtesy and affection. Guardian, after all, was the equivalent of a step or adopting sibling, since it counted Jenny as its mother. After a bit of chatting, she got her chance.




“Guardian, do you have any records for a dependent child of deceased Watcher Abigail Wickham? Giles would have looked in on him in late January of this year.”




“I do,” Guardian answered. “Demetrius William Rassendyll Wickham, aged five, of Sanford-on-Thames, England.”




Demetrius was the English variant of Dmitri. But Rassendyll? Why on earth would she give him a second middle name of Rassendyll?




“When’s his birthday?” Dawn asked.




“March the twelfth,” Guardian replied. 




She closed her eyes and swallowed.




“Do you have a picture of him?” she asked.




As she watched, a picture came up on her phone. She didn’t gasp, mostly because she’d expected it, but she still felt a thrill of shocked recognition.




A little boy, adorable as little boys that age are, holding an older woman’s hand. He was tall for his age. His knees were scraped. He had wild, carroty red curls and bright blue-green eyes, and a face covered in freckles. There were more freckles, she thought, than there was face to hold them. He grinned lopsidedly at the camera. He could have been the model for O’Henry’s Red Chief, and he looked so much like Dima, that her eyes filled with unexpected tears.




Dima had a son.





Taken to Heart



“Whose record am I looking at?” House asked her on the phone. “Aside from the fact that she’s British and old, so I’m guessing it’s something to do with your Slayer Council.”




“I can’t tell you,” she answered, praying that he wouldn’t push it. “And if you figure it out, which I’m sure you will, please do not go blabbing, okay?”




He chuckled.




“Hope the fate of the world doesn’t rest on your espionage skills, because you suck at this secret spy stuff,” he said.




She exhaled, relieved.




“Your old British lady has got a year, tops,” he said. “That’s if she actually stops sneaking the fags, and by that, I don’t mean pretty boys with limp wrists. I’m talking about the cigarettes that gave her emphysema to begin with. She’s on oxygen. She can walk around the house and down to the corner, but she can’t handle the shopping anymore. You can expect her to be short of breath, possibly confused or hostile.”




Which meant she probably wasn’t taking very good care of Demetrius, and if it was that bad, she’d gotten worse since Giles had seen her, which meant she was going downhill.




“See if you can talk her into leaving you her stamp collection in her will,” he added. “But don’t count on it.”




“Okay, thanks,” she said, scribbling notes on her tablet.




Her phone beeped at her.




“I’ve got to go,” she said. “I’ll talk to you later.”




“Send more pictures of men with their scrotums stapled to their foreheads,” he said. “That’ll always work.”




“It wasn’t a sc— you know what? Sure. Bye.”




She clicked off and checked. It was a text, not a missed call. It was from Avalon.




Just woke up and had to tell you. When you get to Oxford, stop at The Laughing Duke. You’ll find what you need.




The Laughing Duke had what she needed? She googled “Laughing Duke Oxford” and found that it was well regarded antiques and bookstore. She would find what she needed? Which was what exactly? The answers to the many riddles of the prophesy the Council was working on? Something to make up the damage from the fight with Talia to Secundus? A Christmas present for Giles? A member of the Devonshire coven with a potion that would repair her sanity? An annotated family tree for the Rassendylls so she could place little Demetrius in their twining branches?




The last showed up by email from Guardian a moment later.




She traced the lines and determined that, by way of his grandmother, Florence Edwina Wickham née Rassendyll, Demetrius was the second cousin, twice removed, of the current Earl Burlesdon and his brother, The Honorable James Rassendyll, ambassador plenipotent of the United Kingdom. He was also something like fortieth in line for the earldom. So, there was the reference to the family in Demetrius’s name as well as the connection Alexi had mentioned. There had been no love lost between the Rassendylls and Hentzau. Was it some sort of poetic justice? The fact that there had been a nubile maiden of the right age to throw at Dima? Well, she’d never find out, so she pushed it aside.




She texted Avalon back to let her know she had gotten the message, and would she like a sweatshirt, a refrigerator magnet, or a pint glass from Oxford? 




One of those pint glasses with the coat of arms, please. XOXOX Avalon responded.




“Guardian, where’s Talia Romanov?” she asked.




“Her plane landed in Prague four hours ago,” it responded. “She took the train from Prague to Strelsau, and a family car met her at the train station. She should be in her home by now.”




Dawn remembered the palace Talia called home from the party where Crown Prince Rupert had nearly raped Sabrina. There had been substantial redirections and redistributions of family assets after Talia’s father had been dethroned, and part of that was that she and her siblings were given one residence to share. Never mind that each of them could take a wing of the two hundred year old residence and never see the others unless they wanted to, the children of the former tsar were livid at the insult.




There was a queue of transcripts in her email that Guardian had provided of phone conversations, texts, and emails. She had to stop reading after the fourth one and asked Guardian to forward them to Dima, M, and the Council. To sum it up, Talia and her siblings wanted Dawn dead. They wanted Dima dead. They wanted the entire Hentzau family—which really only meant adding Clarimonda and Gretel—dead. The new patriarch, Piotr, had shouted them down and forbidden them from pursuing it, but considering how much he’d already stripped from them, that only meant that they weren’t going to ask his help.




She couldn’t begin to imagine what Talia would do if she found out Dima had a son, especially from the time when he had been betrothed to her.




Which meant, whatever she did, it had to be completely secret, and she had to have Guardian erase any tracks she did leave behind. She also had to make sure that Demetrius was protected, in case—God forbid—any of the Romanovs found out about him or Sycorax did.




She didn’t care what Dima believed about whether or not Sycorax would harm a child. The woman was planning to steal her own daughter’s body when the one she’d stolen from Dima’s mother wore out. And who was to say that sparing Dima and his sister wasn’t some cat-and-mouse ploy. If she ever got her hands on Dima and could make him swear the oath…




Literally, the only circumstances she could think of where he’d do that is if she had his child. Her stomach turned, and she swallowed past the nausea. She’d seen the damage Sycorax had done to people, how she’d eaten them from the inside out.




No one, she realized, could know about Demetrius.




Not even Dima.




Not until Sycorax was settled. Not until Dima could adopt Demetrius as his son and heir, giving him the protection of the family’s legacy. By then, the Romanovs ought to be settled as well, but even if they weren’t, she and Dima could protect the Son of the Crow King.




“Guardian, can you book me a seat on the first direct flight to London you can find?” she asked. “I’ll need a room in Oxford, and some sort of transportation. Can you look at my accounts and tell me how much money I have?”




There was no way she could use Dima’s accounts for this. It was chancy using the Council’s accounts as well, though she had some access to them. She knew, as far as her own money went, that she spent far less than she had coming in from her wages as a junior Watcher, her stipend from the university, and the trust fund her father had set up for her, but that was because she literally didn’t have any bills, and when she was out with Dima, he paid for everything and took offense if she offered to do anything but buy him a token gift. What she didn’t know is if she had enough to cover tickets, hotel, and anything extra that might come up.




“You have enough, Dawn,” it told her. “I adjust the balance in your account to make sure you always have enough.”




And she kept forgetting that Guardian was literally the locus genius of the Internet and therefore all things connected to the Internet.




“Isn’t that stealing?” she asked, feeling a pang of conscience.




“From whom?” it asked in reply. “Do you think banks still keep gold and silver on hand to cover their customers’ deposits? They’re numbers. If I tell the bank that account this has a certain balance, then it does. If auditors check, I make the numbers do what they’re supposed to.”




“But you can’t just…conjure money out of thin air,” she objected.




“Yes, I can,” it replied. “Now, if I were doing it on a scale a million times larger, it would be a problem. Then I would have to balance it out so the currency didn’t experience an unwanted rate of inflation. But putting a hundred thousand dollars in your account won’t do that.”




“A hundred thou—” she stopped herself, waited a moment, and tried again. “Promise me that no one’s being hurt by this?”




“Oh, yes, I can promise that, and I do,” it told her. “No one gets hurt.”




Relieved, she started packing.




“You wanted first class,” it asked. “Right?”




“Oh, sure,” she sighed. “Why the hell not?”




She had finished packing and was dozing on the couch when John stumbled out early in the morning. He stood in his shorts, studying her quizzically, when she looked up.




“Should I ask?” He looked bemused.




“I need a ride to the airport,” she said.




“Okay,” he agreed. “Should I ask?”




“I…no, you really shouldn’t,” she said. “I can’t tell you, and I need you to not tell Dima. It’s a whole thing.”




“Wow, you really took that whole talk to heart,” he said. “So, lemme ’splain. I don’t lie. I won’t run up to Dima and blab, but if he asks, I will be honest with him.”




“Can you honestly tell him that I asked you not to say anything?” she asked.




“Yeah,” he answered, “but if he pushes it, I’ll tell him what I can. Like, you’ve got your passport, your nifty little satchel of expanding universe, and a rolling suitcase, and you’re dressed like an MBA graduate. Which I take to mean you’re leaving the country, you’re loaded for bear, you don’t want to look like you’re loaded for bear, and you want the authorities to take you seriously. So I am going to ask: do you need my help?”




“Uh…”




“Dawn,” he said very gently, “I’m a combat shaman. I’ve seen a lot of shit go down. Most of it is easier to deal with when you’ve got two people. Only a little bit goes easier by yourself. Do you need my help? Could you use my help?”




“At this point,” she said, “it’s really better that I handle this myself. In fact, it’s really better that the fewer people who know about this, the better.”




“Including Dima?” he asked.




“Including Dima,” she agreed.




“Okay,” he said. “Give me five minutes to put some clothes and shoes on, tell Taekwon to stay in bed, and I’ll take you to the airport. And you, get back into your jewelry box and find a something that can work as a wedding ring. Fewer men will bug you.”






Late that same day, she stood on the front step of a ramshackle house in Sandford-on-Thames, a village just to the south of Oxford, and waited patiently for someone to answer the door. Mrs. Patience Wickham lived there with little Demetrius by herself. Abigail had been her only child, and her husband had died ten years previously. 




The house had a run down, lonely look to it. The grass had gone without mowing for months, the weeds ran rampant, and the roses hadn’t been trimmed or dead headed since the previous year. The gutters needed to be cleaned, the sidewalks needed to be trimmed, the rubbish bins needed a good cleaning. The milkman had already been that morning, by the bottles and sack left in the box beside the door.




Giles’s report had mentioned similar circumstances from his visit, but he’d left with the understanding that now Mrs. Wickham was receiving the full death benefits, it would get better. Dawn sighed and looked up just as the curtain behind the front door window twitched.




The door opened to reveal Mrs. Wickham in sweatpants, blouse, cardigan, and slippers. She had an oxygen cannula beneath her nose, and the little tank on wheels next to her. 




“Mrs. Wickham?” Dawn asked. “I’m Lady Dawn Summers, from the Council? We spoke on the phone a few hours ago?”




She’d been loathe to use her title, but reading between the lines of Giles’s report, she thought Mrs. Wickham might be a little more friendly, or if not friendly, maybe a little more impressed. She’d also adopted the closest she could to Dima’s British Received Pronunciation dialect, though she had no doubt some Americanisms slipped through.




Mrs. Wickham’s eyebrows drew together and then lifted.




“Right,” she said. “Right you are. Come in then. Bring the milk with you.”




Dawn grabbed the items from the box and brought them with her as a brown tabby slipped out and then sauntered into the garden. Glad she’d dropped her bags off at the local hotel, she hopped over the threshold and pushed the door closed behind her.




“I suppose you’re here to check on little Dill and make sure I’m spending your money properly,” the woman grumbled.




“I’m here to check on both you and Dill and see if you need anything,” Dawn said. “It’s your money, and I’m sure you’re spending it how you see fit.”




Once the door was closed, the smell of the house hit her, and she had to brace herself. It reeked of stale tobacco, cat pee, and the particular smell Buffy had once called ‘old people funk’ when they’d visited their grandparents as girls. It was also stifling. Oxford was deliciously cool compared to DC, and outside, it was still in the sixties, expected to get up to seventy-three degrees by late afternoon. It seemed, though, that Mrs. Wickham kept the heater running even in the summer. 




She followed Mrs. Wickham to the drawing room, where she sat in a recliner and bent over, lips pursed, breathing hard.




“In the kitchen, then,” the woman said, pointing through the doorway. 




The drawing room was filled with stacks of things—books, newspapers, mending, ironing, bills, and other household dandruff. All of it was covered in cat hair and dust. Dima, she’d noticed, on discovering that cats shed and cat hair stuck, had made a point of brushing Ashera twice a day, vacuuming every other day, and running a sticky roller over his clothes before going out. He would probably be just as horrified as she felt.




In the kitchen, the dishes were stacked in the sink and had a colony of fruit flies. The small refrigerator was nearly bare, and the stove and counters hadn’t been cleaned in ages, probably since before Giles had been here. In fact, the tea tray, sitting next to the oven, was arranged the way she was used to seeing Giles arrange his.




“Where’s…Dill?” she asked.




“Oh, he’s out somewhere, playing,” Mrs. Wickham answered. “He’s very good about that. Keeps himself occupied for hours.”




A five year old, running around unsupervised. She knew older children, seven and eight, often did. She remembered being able to walk to a friend’s house five doors down at that age, but that was when her mom had called ahead and Debbie’s mom had been waiting for her. The children in Ruritania usually played outside, but the younger ones were watched over by older siblings. No one would have let a five year old out by himself.




“No preschool?” She asked, keeping her voice neutral.




“Oh, I signed him up,” Mrs. Wickham said, “but it’s a half mile walk each way, and I can’t do it anymore.”




Dawn had done a little reading on emphysema and COPD. From what she saw, it looked like Mrs. Wickham couldn’t do much of anything anymore. Even walking to the front door and back to her chair had exhausted her and left her working to get enough oxygen into her lungs.




“Do you have a home health nurse come out?” Dawn asked.




Mrs. Wickham shook her head. “Don’t want to be a bother, and the last one, she sniffed and sneered, and told me to get a maid in, and even with the death benefits Mr. Giles brought me, I don’t have the money for that kind of luxury.”




She came back into the drawing room and took a seat opposite Mrs. Wickham, steeling herself not to sniff or sneer or flinch as the smell of cat pee told her the tabby she’d seen was peeing in the corner where the litter box hadn’t been scooped in ages.




“It does look like you could use a little help around the edges,” she said. “I’ll bet Dill is a handful.”




Dill, short for Rassendyll, she suspected. Nobody in the universe just went by their given name anymore.




“Sweeter boy you’ll never find,” Mrs. Wickham said. “Never gave Abby any trouble either. I wish I’d done right by her and been a proper gran. This lung trouble keeps me down, though, it does.”




“It’s gotten worse, hasn’t it?” Dawn asked.




Mrs. Wickham nodded and started to cough. They were weak, barely gasping coughs, but she couldn’t control them, and when they finally faded, she waved her hand at the end table next to her chair, covered in pill bottles and—Dawn did wince when she saw it—an ashtray.




“Finally had to give up the ciggies,” the old woman said. “Can’t get enough air in to enjoy them.”




Smoking when she was on oxygen. It was a surprise she’d lived long enough to quit.




Dawn watched Mrs. Wickham for a few moments. The woman fiddled with a tissue without looking up, and Dawn realized she was embarrassed. Embarrassed by her illness, embarrassed by the state of the house, and embarrassed by how she’d taken care of her grandchild.




“You miss Abby, don’t you?” Dawn asked. 




She looked up.




“Did you know my Abby?”




Dawn shook her head.




“I was in California, and she was in London,” she explained. “But I’ve read what I could find of her papers and other work. She had a sharp mind.”




“She was my shining star,” Mrs. Wickham sighed. “My grandfather was a younger son of the Earl of Burlesdon, you know. They were nephews of the one in the book. He married beneath him. Far beneath him. There was a terrible scandal and a great deal of strife in the family. His son, my father, frittered away the money left to him, though it had been enough to keep him and us comfortable his whole life. I gave up the name to marry a good man, though Bernard would never be rich or famous. None of us amounted to a thing, but my Abby did. Or she would have.”




Abigail Wickham had graduated from Oxford with firsts in European History and Political Science. She’d known the history of Ruritania backwards and forwards. She’d even spent a semester abroad in Strelsau, where, Dawn assumed, she had met either Alexi or Greta. Dawn had actually read several of her papers on Strelsau and Ruritania when she’d been getting ready for school. 




“Mrs. Wickham, are you familiar with the work your daughter did?” Dawn asked.




Giles’s report, maddeningly did not touch on whether or not Mrs. Wickham knew what the Council did. It was generally assumed that Watchers were only allowed to tell the spouses, if they married, and their children, once they were old enough to be recruited.




“Do you mean, do I know about vampires?” Mrs. Wickham asked, archly. “Of course I do, girl! I’m a Rassendyll! My father might have lost our fortune, but we kept our thumb in the Council’s business. No vampires in this village, I can tell you that! He and I and Bernard cut a wide swath in our day, and they remember it today.”




Dawn grinned with relief. 




“And I know all about Strelsau,” Mrs. Wickham continued. “With its Hellmouth and all the troubles that come with that. Don’t forget, Lady Dawn, for all that it’s not spoken of, a Rassendyll sits on the throne. She may be my second or third cousin, but she’s blood.”




Dawn lost her grin.




“Did Abby say anything about the Hentzau family?” she asked.




“Oh, for years, she could speak of nothing else,” Mrs. Wickham answered. “She met the graf, you know, when she was in Strelsau, introduced to his wife. Talked to them several times. Thought they hung the stars in the heaven. Told me she’d heal the rift between all our families—Rassendyll, Elphberg, and Hentzau. And then she stopped talking about it. Told me not to worry. Took her position with the Council, went on a field assignment, and came back pregnant! Not a word to me as to the father, said it would all work out in a few years, and moved back in. Did the Council’s work out here. They liked having a man at Oxford, she’d say, and they didn’t care if their man was a woman. Then she went back to London for one meeting, one night, and she was gone.”




She took a moment to catch her breath, and Dawn could see how deep her grief and anger ran.




“I went through all her papers,” she said. “All her files. She never once wrote down who the father was, and I was already sick. I love that boy as much as I loved his mother, maybe even more, and look at the job I’m doing.”




She looked up at Dawn.




“I’m dying, young lady,” she said. “There’s no two ways about it. The doctors, they hem and haw, talk about treatments to extend my life, but the only reason I see to stay longer when every breath is an effort is to take care of my Dill. But I wish she’d trusted me enough to tell me who his father is. I really do. It’s not right, a boy growing up without his father, and my Dill deserves a good one more than any other boy I’ve ever known.”




“I know who his father is,” Dawn said, setting aside the introduction and all the explanations she’d been piecing together. 




The old woman frowned direly at her. There was a distinct resemblance to Winston Churchill, and Dawn wondered if they were related.




“I’m only a junior member of the Council,” she added. “And I’m currently attending Queen Flavia University. My mentor is, or rather was, Hentzau, the son of the man your daughter met.”




She took out her phone and thumbed her way to the pictures, stopping at the last good shot she’d taken of Dima, at Mrs. Washington’s for dinner.




“This is him,” she said, and showed the phone screen to Mrs. Wickham. “Rupert Alexander Wilhelm Dmitri the seventh, graf von und zum Hentzau.”




Wickham leaned forward, glaring at the screen, her nostrils flaring. Then she sat back abruptly.




“Put that away this instant,” she snapped. “My grandson could walk in at any second.”




Dawn closed the screen and put the phone back in her purse, but when she looked back up, Mrs. Wickham had leveled a small pistol at her.




“Who are you, girl?” she demanded. “And what do you really want?”




Dawn carefully raised her hands to show she had nothing in them. Of all the reactions she’d expected, this hadn’t been one. 




“I am exactly who I told you,” she said. “My name is Lady Dawn Summers. I’m a junior Watcher of the new Council, the Slayers Council, in Cleveland, Ohio. I’m a student at Queen Flavia University. I’m also a knight of the Order of the Blue Rose. My sister, Buffy Summers, is the senior Slayer. You can call Giles. He’ll confirm everything I’ve told you except who Dill’s father is. He doesn’t know. You and I are the only ones who know.”




“You mean the graf doesn’t know?” Mrs. Wickham asked.




Dawn shook her head.




“And what is he to you, girl?”




“He’s…he’s my lover,” Dawn said. “I love him. We’ve been together since the beginning of the summer.”




“You’re a fool,” she said. “He’s betrothed to one of those Romanov sluts. That one finds out about you, you’re marked for death.”




“The betrothal was annulled in late May,” Dawn told her. “And, yeah, actually, they did kind of mark me for death. The Crow King killed their assassin.”




That startled her. 




“The Crow King?” she repeated. “Those are just stories.”




“Says the great-niece of Rudolf Rassendyll,” Dawn answered, rolling her eyes.




But Mrs. Wickham had her own cellphone out and in a moment, Giles’s voice came over the speaker.




“Mrs. Wickham, what a delight to hear from you. How are you?”




“I’m tolerable, Mr. Giles,” she answered. “Tell me about this Junior Watcher of yours, Lady Dawn Summers.”




There was a pause, and Dawn could just imagine Giles taking off his glasses and polishing them.




“Ah, well, she’s the younger sister of our senior Slayer,” Giles said. “She’s currently in Washington DC on assignment with the Jeffersonian Institute, and she’s a student at Queen Flavia University in Strelsau. Why do you ask?”




“Can you tell me who her mentor at university was?”




“Hmm? Oh, the graf von und zum Hentzau,” Giles replied. “Why do you ask?”




Mrs. Wickham raised her eyebrows at Dawn.




“Hi, Giles!” Dawn called.




There was another pause, and Dawn could just see him dropping his glasses and having to pick them up.




“What on Earth are you doing in Oxfordshire?” he asked, his voice pitching up in mild outrage. “You’re on assignment in Washington DC for a reason!”




“Well, Dima got called away for something, and there’s something here I need to take care of,” Dawn explained.




She mouthed the words ‘he doesn’t know’ to Mrs. Wickham.




“And what is that?” Giles asked.




“So, remember that fight I got in?” Dawn asked. “With Talia Romanov? Turns out we broke some pieces in Secundus’s collection of objets d’art. Dima suggested I get a replacement, but nineteenth century Venetian glass kaleidoscopes don’t exactly grow on trees in the New World.”




Giles made the hrrmmmm noise she was used to when he wasn’t happy but had decided not to pursue the subject. 




Mrs. Wickham lowered the pistol, and Dawn breathed a sigh of relief.




“Thank you, Mr. Giles,” Mrs. Wickham said. “That is all I required.”




She hung up, and gazed at Dawn, lips pursed.




“You were in a fight with Talia Romanov?” she asked.




“She’s the one Dima was betrothed to,” Dawn explained. “And yes.”




“Did you win?” 




“I knocked out two of her teeth,” Dawn said. “But she ruined my dress, so I call it a draw.”




“Perhaps you’d better tell me what’s going on,” Mrs. Wickham said, putting the gun away, sitting back, and folding her hands over her stomach.




Halfway through her explanation of the problems with the Romanovs, and before she’d even touched on the issue of Sycorax, Dawn noticed a small figure in the kitchen watching her. He hadn’t gotten a haircut since Giles had taken the picture of him in January, so his red curls had gone wild. He wore shorts and knee socks and a grubby sweater, and from the mud, he’d clearly been playing down at the river.




“Come in, Dill,” Mrs. Wickham called. “Come and meet our guest.”




Dill went straight to his grandmother and stood beside her, leaning on her.




“This is Lady Dawn Summers,” Mrs. Wickham introduced her. “She’s a knight, and she’s going to university.”




Dill gazed at her with the most gorgeous turquoise eyes she’d ever seen.




“Where’s your horse?” he asked reasonably.




He stood the way Dima did when he was nervous—tight shoulders and hands kept close to his side.




“I don’t get to keep a horse at university,” Dawn said.




She held out her hand to him, and he took it and gave it a shake, and then immediately retreated back to his grandmother.




“If I can’t have a horse,” he told his gran, “I’m not going to university.”




“I’m sure we can work out something. Why don’t you show Lady Dawn your room?”




“It’s this way,” Dill said, and pointed towards the stairs.




Dawn followed him up, noting that the upstairs, while dusty and dim, smelled significantly less of tobacco and cat than the downstairs did. It was still sweltering though. She suspected that Mrs. Wickham slept in the recliner, since it was easier than climbing the stairs.




There were three bedrooms upstairs and one bath. The smallest bedroom belonged to Dill. She noticed immediately that he was as tidy as Dima, all his toys put away and his bed made. He closed the door behind them, climbed onto his bed, and opened the window above it.




“Gran likes it warm,” he explained, “but I don’t.”




“I don’t blame you,” she said.




“Do you ever get to have a horse?” he asked. “I wouldn’t want to be a knight if I couldn’t have a horse.”




“Well, I’d have to find someplace to keep it,” she said, thinking of her long ago longings for a pony.




When she’d been in the Girl Scouts, she’d gotten to go to a stable and spend an afternoon with horses and ponies with the other girls. After brushing them, washing them, mucking their stalls, and perching precariously on top while a grown up walked it around the ring, she’d decided she could do without the allure of ponies. Dima, of course, not only knew how to ride but looked good while doing it, while the few times she’d been in a saddle, everyone had kept a close eye on her.




“And I’d probably have to take a lot of lessons,” she added. 




“I want to take lessons,” Dill declared.




“What on?”




He paused. “Horses. And planes. And boats. And castles. I should build a castle!”




“So I’m getting a whole transportation vibe from you, with a bit of warfare sprinkled on the top,” she told him.




He looked up at her, startled.




“You changed the way you talk,” he said. “You sound like an American on the telly.”




“Well, okay, you figured me out,” she admitted. “I am an American.”




“How can you be an American and a knight?” he asked very pointedly. 




“I helped save a princess from a vampire,” she said, shrugging modestly.




His eyes got as round as teacups.




“You didn’t!”






After a dinner of delivered pizza and kebab—and an oath by Dawn to go hungry before she ever ate another British pizza—she downloaded a copy of The Wolves in the Wall and read it to Dill. He sat next to her and helped her turn the pages, but she noticed that while he was entranced by the artwork, he didn’t track the words on the page. It wasn’t that he hadn’t learned to read. It was that no one was reading to him. He’d barely spent any time with books.




Dill invited her back to his bedroom after he’d gotten in his pajamas at Mrs. Wickham’s insistence, and she read the book to him again. And again. And every time she got to the line “it’s all over!”, he joined in, laughing with delight.




She peeked in his toy chest as he got ready for bed and saw that most of the toys there were worn and grubby and too young for him. She wondered if his grandmother had gotten any since Abigail had died. Maybe she hadn’t figured out how to buy things online. Maybe it just hadn’t occurred to her, since Dill spent so much time outside, and she barely did any shopping. She gave him a kiss on the forehead and promised him she’d say goodbye before she left for the night, and then she went downstairs and rejoined Mrs. Wickham.




In the lamplight, Mrs. Wickham looked frail and far older than her fifty-five years. Giles was older than her, she thought. So was James Rassendyll, and he looked like he wrestled bears. Secundus was at least ten years older. Mrs. Wickham was the age Dima’s parents would have been. But here was Mrs. Wickham, chairbound, lips pursed when she had to breathe hard, and unable to walk much further than her front door. It hurt to consider.




She sat down with her again.




“Will the graf recognize the boy?” Mrs. Wickham asked. “Admit he’s the father?”




“I haven’t told him,” Dawn said. “When I do, he won’t just recognize Dill. He’ll formally adopt him and make him his heir. There’s no doubt in my mind.”




“And why haven’t you told him?” Mrs. Wickham asked, eyes narrowing.




“There’s the Romanovs,” Dawn explained. “Talia and her siblings, it looks like they’re out for revenge against Dima and me. But there’s another problem. Have you ever heard of Sycorax?”




“From Shakespeare’s The Tempest?” Mrs. Wickham replied. “Of course I have, girl. What of it?”




So Dawn explained, explained the history that she knew of, explained what had happened when Sycorax had stolen Greta’s body and passed herself off as the Princess Royal of Ruritania, and then how Sycorax had murdered Frederick, then Thomas, and stolen the throne. She told Mrs. Wickham about the deaths of Dima’s parents, about the steps they’d taken to protect Dima, and of the plan they’d hatched with Abigail Wickham.




“I found a clause in the betrothal contract,” Dawn said. “Basically, it said that if either Dima or Talia conceived a child by another party before they reached the age of eighteen, the contract was null and void. No penalties. Dima told me he spent about six weeks with Abigail in Strelsau just before his eighteenth birthday. They were lovers while she worked on the library. Then she came back here, and he never heard from her again. He tried to find her over a year ago, but the only information he could get was that she’d died.”




Mrs. Wickham nodded.




“Oh, my foolish girl,” she said. “And she did it with his parents’ blessing. I imagine she planned to take my grandson with her to Strelsau and put a stop to the wedding if she had to. If she’d had any brains, she would have told him as soon as the boy was born.”




“She was probably waiting to see if he’d get out of the contract on his own,” Dawn said. “And his parents probably warned her about Sycorax.”




“And with this witch on the throne, no heir of his will be safe,” she said.




“He says she’s never harmed a child, but…” Dawn trailed off.




“Poppycock!” Mrs. Wickham declared. “There’s harm and then there’s harm. You can break a child with fear and with love. Twist and deform them until they’re barely recognizable. I’ve seen it done. I won’t risk my Dill to that. You keep him away from the graf until this business is settled.”




“I will,” Dawn said. “And at the same time, I’ll make sure you’re both taken care of.”




Mrs. Wickham cast a cynical eye on her.




“I know,” Dawn said, “you’re dying.”




“Of course I am, girl,” she answered. “Don’t get all soppy on me. This damned lung business is such a bother, I’ll be glad to go. I just don’t want to leave my grandson behind without someone to care for him. Mr. Giles said the Council would take him in. Now you’ve taken an interest. That’s good enough until his father can have him.”




“You know maybe, just maybe, you could put off dying a little longer,” Dawn said. “With your permission, I’ll find someone to come in and take care of things. I don’t want the two of you here alone.”




“What someone?” Mrs. Wickham demanded. “I won’t have some stranger come in and make things topsy-turvy.”




“I’ll find someone,” she said. “Either someone connected to the Council or someone connected to the graf. And tomorrow, I’ll come back, and I’ll help with the cleaning.”




Mrs. Wickham glared at her.




“Mrs. Wickham, it’s as hot as a Turkish bath in here,” Dawn said. “And it needs to be aired out.”




Mrs. Wickham’s glare turned more dire, but she relented.




“Haven’t been feeling well, is all,” she muttered.




“I know,” Dawn said. “I want to help, that’s all.”




“Oh, very well. The boy’s clearly taken with you. Come tomorrow morning. I’ll leave the door open for you. I’m sure Dill will wait for you on the front step.”




When she went back upstairs, Dill sat on the top step in his pajamas, holding a battered plush elephant.




“Come on, bud,” Dawn said. “I’ll tuck you in.”




As she did, he watched her with huge eyes.




“My mum died when I was little,” he told her.




“Yeah, I know that, Dill,” she said. “I’m very sorry. My mom died a few years ago, so I know what it’s like to miss her.”




“Is it true you know my Da?” he asked.




So he had been listening in. She wondered how much he’d understood. She hoped not much.




“It is,” she said. “I love him very, very much. He’s one of my best friends.”




“Are you going to get married?” he asked while he got under the covers and presented his elephant for a kiss.




“I don’t know,” she said, and kissed the elephant on its forehead. “Maybe? Even if we don’t we’ll still be friends.”




“Will you tell him about me?” Dill asked.




“As soon as it’s safe, I promise,” Dawn said, tucking him in. “And you know what?”




“What?”




She ruffled his hair, loving the riot of curls.




“Even though he doesn’t know about you yet,” she said, “I promise you that he already loves you. He just doesn’t know it yet.”




Dill smiled and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek.




“Now go to sleep,” she said. “Because if you don’t go to sleep, the wolves will come out of the walls, and then—”




“It’s all over!” he answered with delight.




She stood, went to the doorway, and turned out the light.




“I’ll see you in the morning, Dill,” she said.




“Don’t die, okay?” he asked.




“I promise.”






Back at the hotel, she called the only person she could think of who might be able to find someone to take care of both Mrs. Wickham and Dill, protect Dill with their life, and still not tell Dima.




She called Hobart Gehring.




“Lady Dawn, this is unexpected,” he said when he answered. “Is everything all right?”




“It is,” she answered. “And I need your help. There is a person here who is vital to the interests of Dima’s family. I can’t go into detail, but I need someone, ideally someone from your extended family, who can do the same for this person as you do for Dima. Valet, bodyguard, even tutor. Also, there’s a sick old lady as well.”




“And where is here?” he asked.




“I’m in Oxfordshire, a village called Sandford-on-Thames.”




There was a long pause.




“I see,” he said. “Or rather, I recognize that you are trying to be discreet. Does Dima know of this?”




“He doesn’t,” she said. “And he can’t. Because if he did, he would have to do something about it, and that would put both him and this person of interest in danger.”




Another long pause.




“I see,” he said. “Well, it’s not as though it’s the first time something like this has happened in the family. Do you believe this…person is currently in danger?”




“Currently? No,” she said. “But I worry that even my presence might draw attention to…them. I need them to stay under the radar for as long as possible.”




“Very well,” Hobart said. “Give me an hour or so, and I’ll call you back.”




“I’ll talk to you then.”




She paced the hotel room for a little more than an hour until her phone rang.




“I am sending you a picture of Eustace Gables,” he said. “He is a cousin, and he was once in service to Dima’s father. He’s been living in Paris the last twelve years. He’s taking the morning train and will be there by lunch. He understands the need for discretion, so even if he chooses not to stay, he will not discuss the matter further with me unless he feels you’ve been dishonest or pose a threat to either Dima or our family.”




She breathed a sigh of relief.




“Thank you, Gehring,” she said. “Thank you.”




“Lady Dawn, I’ve spoken with Dima three times since he left for Washington DC. He is happier than I’ve known him since before his parents were killed. Please, no matter what happens, be good to him.”




Her throat squeezed shut, and she had to clear it.




“Gehring, I love him with all my heart,” she managed. “I will always be good to him.”




“I’m glad to hear that.”






In the morning, she spent half an hour on the treadmill, guiltily reliving the moment of the fight when she realized she didn’t feel quite ready for a knock-down melee. Regardless of where she was, she needed to start and keep a training schedule. After all, neither vampires nor psychotic ex-girlfriends respected that her life had more than a few interruptions. She got a leer from the desk clerk on her way back, and a startled, chagrined look when she came out again, dressed in jeans, t-shirt, and what Giles had always called her plimsolls. She knew she looked barely old enough to be on her own. It was irritating. She had things to do.




She hired a car and driver from one of the gig apps, not feeling up to the challenge of driving on the left side of the road, and stopped at three stores to pick up all the supplies she could think of. She also got breakfast—wishing breakfast tacos could be found in a small English village was the definition of futile—as the idea of eating anything prepared in that sticky kitchen left her nauseated.




Dill was waiting for her when she carried her bags up to the door.




“That’s quite a bit,” he observed. “Are we going camping?”




“Probably not,” she told him, “but we may lay siege to something.”




She brought everything in, but the smell was so strong that she paused only to take out the electric blanket, throw it over Mrs. Wickham’s dozing body, plug it in, set the thermostat, turn off the heat, and then open up the rest of the house and put fans at the front and back doors. She and Dill ate on the back steps, looking down on the river.




He showed her around the yard. Except, it wasn’t a yard, it was a garden, even if it was mostly overgrown grass, a few unruly bushes, and one oak that was probably older than her country. And because it was England and Oxfordshire and Sandford-on-Thames, the back garden ended at the banks of the River Thames. There, the river was maybe fifteen yards across, and they were one hundred yards upstream of the next lock, which was where the Kings Arms public house stood.




“You’ve heard of my river?” Dill asked, amazed. “How can you have heard of my river?”




“Everybody in the US has heard of your river, Dill,” she told him as she pressed scrambled eggs and bacon onto a slice of toasted bread for an impromptu sandwich and showed him how to wrap his fingers around it so he could take a bite. “They just don’t know it belongs to you.”




That puzzled him even more. 




“Well, it is good for gudgeon,” he said, grudgingly. “I suppose they can fish for some as well.”




Through the course of the morning, he stuck to her like a burr, following her from room to room, as she ran down her list of cleaning. The second time she tripped over him, she stopped.




While she knew it would slow her down, she didn’t have it in her heart to send him back outside. Not when he was so lonely that he followed her with his eyes and sat less than an arm’s length away from her anytime she sat down.




“Hmm.”




He looked up at her, big turquoise eyes and more freckles than there were stars in the night sky. He looked a little embarrassed, but only for not moving fast enough, not for being underfoot to begin with.




“All right, Dill,” she said, thinking back to the long days of summer when she’d followed Buffy around. “It looks like I’m going to have to deputize you.”




He cocked his head. “If I’m a deputy, I need a star.”




Which brought a halt to things until she’d found paper, a yellow highlighter, a pair of scissors, and a safety pin with which to deputize him.




“Deputy Dill,” she said, “you are hereby named chief holder, fetcher, and pointer-out-of-all-sought-things. You will maintain a five foot distance from my feet unless otherwise asked. Now, I need to find all the dishes that are not in the cupboard, and you’re going to help me.”




So all the dirty dishes were brought to the kitchen sink like an epic snark hunt. Mrs. Wickham woke with a snort when Dawn pried up several saucers from the end table at her elbow and Dill climbed under the footrest of her recliner to retrieve an abandoned fork. Once awake, Dawn related her Lewis Carroll allusion, and Mrs. Wickham declaimed the entire poem, pausing only to get more oxygen.




Then proceeded the Gathering And Sacking Up Of The Rubbish, and Mrs. Wickham recited Beowulf, first in Old English and then the modern vernacular. 




“She never talks this much,” Dill whispered to her.




“Maybe she needs an audience,” she told him. 




Books, of which there were a lot, were stacked on the kitchen table for later dusting and cataloguing. Laundry was piled and sorted on the kitchen floor just outside of the mud room, but Mrs. Wickham’s washer was anemic and not intended for large loads, and there was no dryer to speak of.




“Dill, what does your gran do with wet clothes?”




“She hangs them up,” he pointed to a rack with bunches of hangers, and Dawn grimaced.




Anything hung up inside to dry would end up smelling just as bad as the rest of the house.




“How about outside?” 




Her grandmother, the one she remembered, had a laundry umbrella in her backyard, and Dawn had been in charge of handing her clothespins when she put her wet clothes out to dry.




Dill shrugged.




A quick reconnaissance gave Dawn the rusty, fossilized remains of what had once been a mount for a laundry rack, but it had been taken down a long time ago. Well, Oxford had laundry services. She had the cellphone of the driver who’d brought her and the funds to wash every single piece of cloth in the house and then some. Then she decided that she’d almost certainly end up with more trips to make and held off calling until after lunch at least. Besides, Eustace Gehring was on his way. 




So, she and Deputy Dill in his office of Chief Holder, sacked up all the laundry and every other washable thing she could find, including the elephant and other plush animals, the rag rugs, all the towels and flannels, the doilies from the tables and the backs of chairs, and all the coats and other outerwear hanging in the front closet. The kitchen curtains and the drapes from the drawing room were sticky with nicotine and almost came apart in her hands, so they went in the trash. She added ‘new drapes’ to her accumulating list, measured the windows, and took pictures of the curtain rods.




“You know what we need?” Dawn asked Dill as they stacked the last sack of clothes next to the front porch.




“A dragon?” Dill asked, hopefully.




“Well, I would not say no to a dragon,” Dawn said, “but I was thinking more in the line of some music.”




“Gran has records,” Dill told her and dragged her over to the shelves where the antique stereo set sat. 




Her entire music collection was on vinyl, and there was nothing past 1988. Dawn picked out her favorite cleaning music, gingerly took the record out of its sleeve and put it on the platter, remembering both her grandfather’s grave instructions and Dima’s reminders for the aging technology, and brought the stylus arm over the edge of the record. 




It was a good system, and Dawn turned the speakers down once she had a feel for the volume. No reason to frighten the neighbors.




“It’s not very exciting, is it?” Dill asked, listening. “There’s pictures of a battle and buildings burning. I thought it would be more exciting.”




“This is Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture,” Dawn explained. “It starts soft, it’ll get exciting once they start firing the cannons.”




Dill’s eyes went wide with delight, and he grinned.




“Cannons? Brilliant!”






Thus began the slog of the most housecleaning she’d done in her life. It wasn’t just the spring cleaning her mom had favored where everything was dusted, vacuumed, washed, and sorted. No, she made three passes through the entire house just for trash, another two for books and papers, five for laundry when she realized everything in the linen cupboards and closets would need to be washed to get the stink of old cigarettes of them. Then she started piles for throwing out, donating, and storing, and the piles very quickly got so big, she began bringing things out of the house.




And all this was in preparation for washing the walls, the furniture, scrubbing the floors, and possibly ripping up the flooring underneath the litter box to get rid of the smell. She finally came to realize that the house hadn’t been cleaned since Abigail Wickham had died and might not have been that clean beforehand.




It was when she laid out a tarp on the grass and began moving sacks of laundry to it to get some space in the house that she noticed a couple had stopped on the sidewalk in front of the house, and were studying her and the house with sad expressions.




“She’s died then, hasn’t she?” the female member of the couple said. “I knew she was down with her lungs, them being what they were. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised.”




“She’s not dead,” Dawn firmly corrected her. “I’m just getting some very late spring cleaning done while she naps in the drawing room.”




The couple exchanged a look, and Dawn couldn’t tell if they were just surprised or if they were actually disappointed.




“She’s got a very nice set of Doulton royal blue,” the woman explained. “I was over for tea once, ages ago.”




Disappointed then.




“Well, once we’ve got everything squared away, I’ll see if she’s interested in having anyone over for tea again,” Dawn said. “She does tire very quickly.”




“Of course she does,” the man said. “Poor dear.”




Off they went, and Dawn watched them, knowing that in a few hours, all of Sandford-on-Thames would be aware of her presence, if they weren’t already.




She got the dirty dishes washed and began setting them in tubs as she pulled out all the other dishes.




“I could use a brownie,” she muttered to herself.




Then she stopped and added “beer” to her list, since brownies weren’t summoned with a bowl of milk like modern folklore said, but by a bowl of stout or other dark beer. Putting a bowl of whisky out, however, only got you trouble.




Dill continued to help, bringing more stacks of newspapers from the cache in the garage. He was also in charge of evicting the brown tabby, Mr. Toad, from the kitchen every time he came in, as the cat had a habit of sprawling on whatever had just been cleaned.




Mrs. Wickham dozed and woke fitfully. If she was awake and the record had finished, she would begin reciting poetry with a strange match to whatever task Dawn was working on. When Dawn washed dishes, it was Tennyson’s “The Lady of Shalott”. When she carried laundry down and out, it was Shakespearean sonnets, including “My Mistress’s Eyes Are Nothing Like The Sun”. When she set Dill to beating couch cushions in the front garden, it was Byron’s “The Destruction of Sennacherib”.




Between the recitals, Dawn swapped records out. Dill liked Beethoven nearly as much as he did Tchaikovsky. Between those and Rimsky-Korsakov, he stood before the stereo and conducted like he was performing martial arts kata.




When her stomach growled at her, she checked the time and found it was past noon and late for lunch. Her internal clock muttered that it was still early in the morning and that she’d been up since the ungodly hour of two or three a.m., but it was quieter with the sunlight and hard work. 




The freezer was defrosting, and all the contents of it and the refrigerator were in the trash bin or the compost heap. Dawn had started a separate grocery list and dry goods list, as the house needed to be restocked on nearly everything. She found herself wondering what would have happened if she hadn’t shown up. How many more weeks could Mrs. Wickham have hung on without home health care and other assistance?




“Lady Dawn!” Dill yelled, dashing back inside from his sortee against the cushions. “Lady Dawn! Someone’s here! He’s asking for you!”




Dawn left the bucket, towel, and brush she’d been using to scrub out the cabinets, dried her hands, and went out the front door, praying it was Eustace Gables as promised. There, she saw her prayers had been answered.




He stood on the sidewalk just inside the gate, composed and patient. He wore a baggy white linen suit, the mark of a Ruritanian gentleman during the summer, and a white straw hat closer to a Panama than a fedora, and a red carnation in his lapel. He had a cane, which he gripped in his left hand. He was shorter than her by a couple of inches, nearly seventy years old, and he held himself like a prince. She liked him on sight.




“Mr. Gables?” she asked, holding out her hand. “I’m Dawn Summers.”




He took her hand, not in a handshake, but by her fingers so he could bow over it, clicking his heels together in the way she’d seen Dima do only a handful of times, during the most formal introductions. She stifled an impulse to curtsy, which wouldn’t have worked since she was wearing jeans, not a skirt, and was sweaty, dirty, soapy, and probably smelled bad on top of it.




“Lady Dawn, a pleasure and an honor,” Eustace Gables replied.




He had a voice as melodious as a French horn.




“May I introduce Master Demetrius William Rassendyll Wickham,” Dawn said, holding her hand out to Dill. “We call him Dill.”




Suddenly shy, Dill stood next to her and buried his face against her hip. Mr. Gables crouched down and smiled at him.




“Master Dill,” he said in a mellifluous mix of Afro-Caribbean, Hoch Deutsche, and Parisian French accented English. “It is a pleasure to meet you. My name is Eustace Gables.”




Dill watched him from beneath his curls for a long moment.




“Do you like pirates?” Dill asked him.




“In stories, I like them very much,” Gables replied, a smile breaking across his face. “I’ve found that in real life, they aren’t nearly as interesting or amusing as one might expect.”




Mr. Gables studied Dill’s face with such an expression of hopeful longing, Dawn wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d wiped his eyes.




“Dill, would you let your gran know we’ll be there in a minute?” Dawn asked him.




Dill rocketed off, and Gables stood again. He leaned on his cane, and Dawn thought he probably had an old hip injury. It worried her, because it meant he wouldn’t be able to fight very well, but as old as he was, she didn’t imagine he was here for his bodyguard abilities.




“Whose is he?”he asked her.




“Dmitri’s,” she told him.




Now there were three people—not counting Guardian—who knew the secret, and even that many scared her for Dill’s sake.




He pursed his lips thoughtfully, counting over something.




“Demetrius William Rassendyll Wickham,” he repeated. “Well, his mother wanted to make it clear where he came from. A sprout of the impoverished cadet branch?”




“Abigail Wickham, the daughter of Patience Wickham née Rassendyll,” Dawn said. “Abigail was killed about two years ago.”




“Does the Earl know? About Dill?”




“Not to my knowledge,” Dawn said. “I’ve met his younger brother, James Rassendyll. Pretty sure he would have said something if they knew one of his distant cousins had mothered a Hentzau.”




He looked over the front of the house, which Dawn was aware looked worse than it had yesterday, with the piles of sorting and all the windows open.




“Mrs. Wickham is housebound,” she explained. “And no one’s done any housework in ages. I’m trying to get her caught up before I go back.”




“And her opinion of all this?” he asked.




She could listen to his gentle voice all day long.




“She’s dying, and she knows it,” Dawn said. “There’s no other family. She’s worried about what will happen to Dill. The Council—are you familiar with the Watchers Council?”




He nodded.




“It’s now the Slayers Council, and I’m only a junior member,” she explained. “We’ll take him in, but we’re far more closely connected to Hentzau, and if Hentzau finds out about him—”




“He’ll immediately take steps,” Gables supplied for her. “And no one who wishes the family harm will ignore the new target.”




“He’s not betrothed to Talia Romanov anymore,” Dawn said, “and the new patriarch, Piotr, shows no interest in pursuing Alexander’s vendetta, but Talia and her siblings are up to something.”




“Who else?” Gables asked.




“The queen,” Dawn said.




“You mean the witch,” Gables said, watching her closely.




She nodded silently.




They were still divided from Strelsau by the English Channel and numerous rivers, but Dawn didn’t want to chance saying the woman’s name. Gables exhaled slowly, both hands resting on top of his cane.




“Sixteen years ago, I left the service of Alexi, graf von und zum Hentzau,” he said. “We came to a disagreement we could not resolve, and rather than be in constant dispute with him, I chose to leave. I wish I never had. When I learned of their deaths, I offered my services to Clarimonda, Dmitri’s great aunt by marriage, and she declined with instructions never to contact him.”




“She swore the oath of fealty to the queen in Dima’s stead,” Dawn said. “We believe that, in and of itself, compromised her. We know of several directions Dima’s parents left her that she didn’t follow through.”




That must have hurt to hear, as Gables closed his eyes briefly, and his brows pinched together.




“Dmitri has a younger sister, I understand,” he said. “I left before she was born.”




“Gretel,” Dawn confirmed. “She lives with my family and the Council in Cleveland. Dima moved her there when he realized Clarimonda was compromised.”




He took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. When he opened his eyes, he met hers squarely.




“I am an old man, Lady Dawn,” he told her, “but I know the Hentzau family in and out. I counted Alexi as my brother, for all that we were estranged, and I loved his young son as my own. Give me the chance, and I will raise and protect Dmitri’s son as my own, until Dmitri can claim him.”




Dawn smiled.




“I think Dima would be very glad to know you’re here,” she said. “Why don’t we go meet Mrs. Wickham?”




He smiled in return.




“What do I need to know?” he asked.




“She has emphysema,” Dawn said. “She likes British poetry from the Renaissance through the 19th century. She may still be sneaking cigarettes. Oh, and she keeps a gun, probably a thirty-eight, in her recliner.”




That got her a set of raised eyebrows and a ladder of wrinkles up to his gray and white hair.




When they went inside, the smell was already ten times better, but from Gables’s sudden wrinkling of the nose, it was still noticeable. Dill sat on the arm of Mrs. Wickham’s chair and speculated on the use of the military in symphonic music. After all, if the 1812 Overture could have cannons, why couldn’t other pieces have tanks or flamethrowers?




“Mrs. Wickham,” Dawn said, “may I present Mister Eustace Gables, late of Paris and originally from Saint Dreux in the Caribbean.”




Gables had taken his hat off when he entered the house, and now he bowed deeply while holding his hat against his heart.




“And what do you have to do with this great tangle?” Mrs. Wickham asked archly. “The girl’s gone and turned my life and home upside down in less than a day. Will you turn it inside out as well?”




Mrs. Wickham’s particular dialect led her to pronounce “girl” as “gel”, which Dawn found amazingly aggravating, but she kept her peace. If anyone in the world was allowed to complain, it was a woman with a fatal illness who wasn’t allowed to smoke anymore, could barely walk fifteen feet, and was constantly worried about what would happen to her grandson after she was gone.




“Madam, I am here to look after young Master Dill,” Gable said, bowing again. “I was in service to his grandfather for twenty years. With your permission, I’ll also make sure you are comfortable and well tended.”




“I don’t need any dratted tending,” Mrs. Wickham snapped. “All this hustle and bustle, and what’s the use?”




Since Dawn had just spent the last three hours scrubbing everything she could reach, and she hadn’t even finished the kitchen, she tried not to take offense. She wasn’t very successful.




Gables knelt beside the recliner, on the floor Dawn hadn’t even gotten to, and took Mrs. Wickham’s hand. Dawn was once again reminded that Mrs. Wickham wasn’t that old. She was fifty-five. There was still plenty of red in her hair. Gables had more than a decade on her.




“Old age hath yet his honor and his toil,” Gables said to her. “Death closes all; but something ere the end, some work of noble note, may yet be done, not unbecoming men that strove with Gods.”




She met his eyes and then looked away, tears gathering.




“Not my favorite at all,” she muttered.




“We are not now that strength which in old days,” he continued, “moved earth and heaven, that which we are, we are; One equal temper of heroic hearts, made weak by time and fate, but strong in will.”




He waited a moment, and she cleared her throat.




“To strive,” she whispered, “to seek, to find, and not to yield.”




Dill watched silently, aware that something important was happening, that his gran, who’d been reciting poetry all day, had gone silent and looked off into the distance at something he couldn’t see.




“You, Madam,” Gables said, “will not go gently into any good night, but let us make it as good a night as possible, and let us help you make such a clamor of your leaving, Master Dill will always remember it with pride.”




Mrs. Wickham cleared her throat as a tear rolled down her cheek.




“Gran?” Dill asked, worried.




She pressed the backs of her fingers against his cheek and smoothed his hair back.




“Your hair wants a trim, my boy,” she said. Then she swallowed and cleared her throat again. “Why don’t you walk Lady Dawn and Gables here down to the Kings Arms and get some lunch? Bring me something back, and then you and I can sit together while they work, and I’ll tell you a story about your Mum.”




“Are you sure?” Dill asked, still a little worried.




“I am,” she told him. “Don’t you worry about your gran. I can take any pirate foolish enough to walk through that door.”




“Well, that’s true enough,” Dill agreed.






The day was fine enough that they sat outside, and Dawn marveled at the people complaining about the heat. It wasn’t even seventy-five degrees, which was a better than most of the daily lows DC got in July. She’d taken a couple of minutes in the upstairs bathroom to wipe the sweat off, change into a fresh t-shirt, and rebraid her damp hair. On the walk over, she found Gables was strong enough to take Dill’s weight, and they swung him between them, feet nearly reaching Dawn’s shoulder height. Dill hollered with joy. 




Once they’d taken a seat and placed their order, he ran along the stone fence over the river. Then, to Dawn’s horror, he climbed on top of the wall and looked over the river with nothing but air between him and the water.




“Get down right now!” Dawn yelled, her heart in her throat. “Do that again, buster, and I will haul you back home and leave you there.”




Chastened, Dill climbed down from the fence, and when Dawn visibly relaxed and sat back down, he went to jumping from one flagstone to another in no particular order.




“How do little kids not just die?” Dawn moaned under her breath.




“Oh, I think you’ll find that it’s less that he’s in danger of instant death than you’re in danger of having to jump in after him,” Gables said. 




She sighed. “At least he hasn’t run into traffic.”




Gables had taken his hat off and leaned back in his chair, his cane at his side. He seemed to enjoy the weather as much as she did.




“Do you think you can handle an attack?” Dawn asked. “If the Romanovs find out about him, they may try to kidnap or kill him.”




Gables considered this, his fingers laced over his belt buckle.




“The first thing I’ll do is see to the security of the house,” he said. “Proper locks, cameras, and a guard dog. Every boy needs a dog. And don’t worry about me and my gimpy leg, Lady Dawn. I stay in fighting trim, and it’s been more than once that some young criminal thought I looked like easy pickings, only to be schooled. Vigorously.”




He picked up his cane, gripped the handle and the length of it, and pulled them apart, showing two inches of steel.




“Customs gets fussy about such things,” he said, “but I have my ways. I have other resources available to me. I can’t say I’ll never let any harm come to the boy, but I will say that they’ll have to kill me to get to him.”




That was good enough for Dawn.




The food was served, and Dawn called Dill over. 




“I don’t like fish and chips,” he declared when he sat down.




“You said they were your favorite,” Dawn protested.




“That’s the other kind of fish and chips,” he said. “This is the wrong kind.”




She looked up at Gables, who raised an eyebrow.




“Young man,” Gables said, “you will eat the food you ordered, or there will be no pirate shanties this afternoon.”




“What’s a shanty?” Dill asked.




“It’s a work song sung by sailors,” Gables explained. “And we’ve a great deal of work to do. It would go easier if there was a song, don’t you think?”




Dill looked from him over to Dawn, undecided.




“Yo ho, yo ho, a pirate’s life for me,” Dawn sang.




Dill looked horrified.




“Do we have to let Lady Dawn sing?” he asked.




“Yes,” Gables said, “but you may drown her out. Now eat your food, young man.”




Dill ate without further complaint.




He managed to stay seated for three minutes, but even when he chewed his food, he fidgeted until he was back on his feet, swaying from side to side, and when he took a handful of chips and ran off to look over the fence into the river, Dawn decided not to complain.




“Master Dmitri was much the same,” Gables remarked. “Sweetest boy you ever saw, but couldn’t hold still if you threatened him with red hot pincers.”




Gables went on to share stories of Dima’s childhood that Dawn had never heard, and then he switched over to Dima’s parents.




“You remember when people started turning up accounts of priests who did what they shouldn’t have been doing?” he asked. “Not like the grafschaft lucked out and didn’t have any. They were there. When Greta found out that Alexi was working with the church to find out which priests might pose a threat, she put her foot down. Any priests harms a child, she told him, she would put a bullet in his head.”




Dawn’s mouth dropped open.




“Did he believe her?”




“Oh, Alexi believed her,” Gables said, nodding. “Took Bishop Leitmeritz three executions to understand she meant what she said.”




And she thought her jaw had been hanging open before then.




“She killed three priests?” Dawn managed.




Gables nodded.




“Took testimony from the families of the five little boys and one girl, had an investigator verify everything that could be verified, and then took two men and her maid with her to the priests’ quarters at the different diocese. Took each man out to the garden, had him kneel, explained to him that he was going to die and why, gave him a rosary and a moment to make his peace, and then put a bullet in the back of his head. Three of them in one day. Didn’t want any of them taking off, you understand.”




“What happened?” Dawn asked, amazed that Dima had never said anything to her about this.




“The bishop threatened to excommunicate her,” Gables said. “She told him she would burn in Hell before she’d let another child be violated. The bishop threatened to excommunicate Alexi. Alexi told him to go to Hell and dine with the devil, and said if he were stupid enough to follow through on either of his threats, Alexi would convert to Buddhism and strip the entire bishopric of all support. The bishop took it to the cardinal, and the cardinal, you understand, had no doubts Alexi and Greta were serious. He told the bishop to apologize and be glad he wasn’t demoted to altar boy.”




“So no more pedophile priests?” 




“One of the replacement priests arrived a few weeks later, and the background checks the gräfin instituted found he had an extensive record of abuse from his last three placements. So she executed him in the same manner. Then she told the bishop that if a single child from her grafschaft were harmed by a priest, she would drag him into the square before the cathedral with the priest and put both of them to death, and all of Ruritania was welcome to watch. I think that’s when he finally believed her.”




Gables watched her while he said this. Dawn could only stare, flabbergasted. 




“Talk about having the courage of your convictions,” she said weakly.




He nodded in agreement.




“Personally, I think the reason she chose to fire the gun herself was because, with her arthritis, she was in agony for days afterward,” he mused. “She did not do it lightly, and she believed there was a price to pay for what she did, but she believed that it was her responsibility to address the matter. I watched her fire that gun four times, and she never flinched.”




That was Dima’s mother and Dill’s other grandmother. Dawn still felt a little shell shocked. After all, she had just as much horror of and contempt for pedophilia as anyone else, but it was hard to imagine having a man dragged out of his home and then killing him in cold blood. She had only ever killed in self-defense. She wondered if Dima was capable of such an act and remembered House telling her how Dima had killed two men planning to rape her.




“Lady Dawn,” Dill said, coming up to her and tugging on her arm. “Look! Crows!”




Dawn looked up and over at the tree at the end of the patio where the great linden there held a flock of crows.




“One for sorrow, two for joy,” Dill counted out, “three for a girl, four for a boy, five for silver, six for gold, seven for a secret never to be told!”




Seven crows chattered up in the branches, watching Dill as he skipped from one end of the patio to the other, and Dill watched them in turn, crouching down with his hands on his knees, and cocking his head.




“How do they know?” Dawn whispered.




“You’re here,” Gables pointed out. “So am I. If you are the young woman Dmitri loves, and I’m his father’s former servant, there’s a good chance they recognize both of us and know that Master Dill is important. If they recognize Dmitri, they’ll recognize Dill.”




“But that’s the crows at Var Hentzau and Strelsau and DC,” Dawn protested. “Not here!”




“Crows talk,” Gables pointed out.




“It’s seven hundred miles to Strelsau,” she argued. “It’s three and a half thousand miles to DC!”




“Crows have magic,” Gables also said. “It’s not human magic, but it’s magic nonetheless, and there isn’t much I wouldn’t put past them, not if it mattered.”




Dawn took Dill’s plate and cut up the remaining piece of fish into several pieces.




“Dill,” she called.




When he ran over, she gave him the plate and a fork.




“Spread these on the ground below the tree and back off so the crows can eat,” she told him. 




After all, it was never too early to start making friends.




Delighted, Dill did as he was told and crouched again, watching as the birds landed and picked over the tasty bits. She watched, but all the birds seemed about the same size. None of them were as large as His Majesty.






That evening, Dawn sat, exhausted, in a camp chair in front of a small fire pit, and watched Dill laboriously skewer and set fire to another marshmallow. She’d had two marshmallows, toasted golden brown, and that was all the sugar she could take. Gables sat to her right, and Mrs. Wickham to her left, in a kitted out wheelchair which Gables had suggested and Dawn had gone to Oxford for.




While Dawn had been out propping up the economy of Oxfordshire, Gables had set to the house and gotten the kitchen, the downstairs washroom, and the drawing room cleaned to standards even higher than her own. The rugs the cat had peed on were rolled out in the back garden, spot treated, and the next day, they’d be beaten and scrubbed, and if that didn’t work, they’d be thrown out. The floorboards were also awaiting final verdict. Some would definitely need to be refinished. One spot might need to have the parquet pulled out and replaced. 




She and Gables had worked through the evening, scrubbing decades old nicotine stains off the walls, dusting and polishing furniture until the wood glowed, sweeping all the floors multiple times, and cleaning every glass surface on the ground floor. Dawn had dropped all the laundry off at a custom launderers and paid a king’s ransom that it would all be ready by closing the next day. She’d also stopped and gotten all new bed linens, pillows and blankets, bath towels, kitchen towels, and pajamas for both Dill and Mrs. Wickham. And three cat towers and four cat beds to be distributed throughout the house for Mr. Toad as well as a sundry of new cat toys, catnip, scratch posts, and grooming tools. 




She spent thousands of pounds, and she felt like she was less than half done. The man she’d hired to drive her around, seeing as she didn’t feel like adjusting to the wrong side of the road and wanted help carrying things, thought she was insane, but happily went along with it, and even suggested several locations. He even pointed out the Laughing Duke when she mentioned it. She booked him for the next day.




“You’ve got your work cut out for you,” she told Gables. “I ordered one of those outdoor play sets. It’s a castle thing with a slide and swings, and a wall to climb. Trouble is, you have to put it together yourself.”




“I think I can manage,” Gables said, smiling. “Mrs. Wickham, how do you feel about enrolling Dill in the preschool again? I can walk him there and back. It’ll give a nice rhythm to the day.”




“Boy needs to play with other children,” Mrs. Wickham said, nodding her head firmly.




Dawn wasn’t sure, but she thought that Mrs. Wickham had a little more energy, and her eyes were a little sharper. Might have had something to do with the fact that she’d eaten all three meals that day. Dawn even hoped to make tea the next day.




“What?” Dill asked, his head popping up. “I don’t want to go to school. I want to stay here with you, Lady Dawn.”




“Dill, baby, I can’t stay forever,” she told him. “I have to go back in another couple of days.”




“No!” Dill howled. “You have to stay!”




“Easy, Master Dill,” Gables said, putting his hand on Dill’s hair. “You will have me for years to come.”




“And I’ll come to visit,” Dawn said.




“When?” Dill demanded.




All of a sudden, she realized what her father had faced when he’d promised to take her and Buffy for a weekend in a warm, nebulous sort of way and been faced with the demand for concrete, reliable facts. She remembered how often her father hadn’t shown and how many times she’d sat, looking out the window, waiting for him to arrive, when he never had. She knew her father regretted those times. He’d even apologized for them.




She couldn’t do that to Dill.




“I don’t know yet,” she told him. “I’m going home next month, and then I go back to school. I’ll see if I can visit some time between them.”




How was she supposed to get away for a weekend here and a weekend there without anyone noticing? Let alone Dima, Sabrina, Lee, and Cole. And Lee! Putting things together was his favorite pastime. She’d have to come up with something believable. Maybe visiting her dad at the monastery in the Czech Republic? It just couldn’t be very often.




Dill climbed up in her lap, and she had to take the marshmallow skewer away from him before he put her eye out. 




“Don’t go, Lady Dawn,” he begged. “Please don’t go.”




“I have to, buddy,” she told him. “I have to keep you safe and do my job. I’ll always come back, though. I promise.”




He burst into tears, and she looked up at Mrs. Wickham, horrified, but Mrs. Wickham only nodded and made a ‘get on with it’ motion. So Dawn held him and rocked him and even tried to sing to him until he glared at her. After a few minutes, Dill quieted down and contented himself with playing with her braid. She didn’t even complain about how sticky his fingers were, just deciding that she might as well wash her hair when she got back to the hotel.




After another few minutes, Dawn realized little Dill had gone to sleep.




“Perhaps it’s time to call it a night,” Gables suggested. “It’s been a very long day for all of us.”




“Hear, hear,” Mrs. Wickham said. 




While Gables brought Mrs. Wickham in and got her set up for the night, Dawn carried Dill upstairs to his room. He must have been exhausted, because he didn’t stir when she changed him into his new T-Rex pajamas or when she pulled the covers over him or even when she tucked him in and gave him a kiss. Mr. Toad took his place on the bed next to Dill’s head. Dawn opened the window a little, checked to make sure he had everything he needed and headed downstairs.




Mrs. Wickham was already in her recliner under the warmest down comforter Dawn could find, and Gables was washing the last of the dishes, his tie removed, his jacket off, and his sleeves rolled up.




“Do you have a shallow bowl?” Dawn asked.




He found one for her and handed it over. She went into the pantry and found the bottle of Oxford Porter she’d purchased at her driver, Sam’s, recommendation.




“Have you seen a bottle opener?” she asked.




Gables produced one, she opened the bottle, picked the bowl back up, and then indicated with a side nod of her head that she wanted Gables to follow her. Curious, he did, joining her on the patio. She sat the bowl on the ground and filled it half an inch deep with dark beer. No need to get the hedgehogs drunk if this didn’t work. 




Brownies were particular. While, in general, they enjoyed any good, dark beer, they’d only be drawn in by a local brew. There weren’t any breweries in Sandford-on-Thames, so Dawn had gone with the closest one she could find.




“Wow,” she said a little loudly, standing straight. “That was a whole lot of work today, and there’s so much more to get done. I don’t know how we’re going to do it all.”




Gables opened his mouth to assure her it would all get done, one way or another, and she raised a finger to stop him, and then twirled her finger to indicate that he should go along.




“Why…yes,” he agreed, confused. “There is a great deal of work.”




“I mean, with all the dishes and the laundry,” Dawn continued, nodding at him. “And Dill’s bathroom was pretty scary. I swear, I saw a dust bunny the size of a chicken under the bed in the middle bedroom.”




“And there are the cat trees to put together and the play set you ordered, when it comes in,” Gables added, getting into the spirit of things.




“Did you notice?” Dawn asked. “Nobody’s dusted the books in the library for ages. And all the knick-knacks! I even found a little ceramic figurine that Dill must have broken and then hidden. There’s no way I could put it back together.”




“If only we had some help!” Gables said, rolling his eyes with humor.




She could have kissed him.




“No,” she said, shaking her head sadly, “this lovely house and all its lovely things, and no one to take care of them. I have to leave in another day or two, and you’ll be kept busy with Master Dill. You’ll probably just have to hire someone to come in.”




There was a rustle in a bush, halfway down to the river. Dawn hoped it wasn’t just a rabbit.




“I was hoping,” Gables said, “that I’d get a chance to use the baking skills I picked up, but it doesn’t look like there’ll be time. I even learned to make blackberry cordial, but I doubt I’ll have the chance to do it here. There’s just too much work.”




“If only there was someone who’d be willing to help out in exchange for a family’s loyalty, fresh bread, and the occasional glass of blackberry cordial,” Dawn sighed loudly. “I mean, we could really use the help, and they would be so welcome in this house, it’s not even funny.”




She closed her eyes and focused her thoughts for a moment on the spell the monks had cast to make her, a Key, into a girl, and how they’d apparently worked protections into it so that most people—definitely not all, but most—were inclined to offer her help when they saw she needed it. Maybe, just maybe, those protections extended to people who weren’t necessarily human. England, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland all had healthy populations of fey. One never knew who or what was listening. 




With an amazed shake of his head, Gables opened the back door and waved her in.




“Do you think that will actually work?” he asked. 




“I don’t know,” Dawn said, shrugging, “but leave the back door unlocked tonight, and we’ll put some more beer out every night. If you bake any bread, we could leave some as well. The store bought stuff just won’t do, though.”




He nodded, apparently withholding judgment. She could see where a person could accept that his employer’s wife was once the Princess Royal of the kingdom but had been evicted from her body by a thousand year old witch and still balk at believing in fairies. After all, the fact that vampires existed did not guarantee the existence of unicorns. 




“Do you have a room?” she asked, picking up her satchel.




“I’ll stay here,” he said. “Mrs. Wickham has offered me her daughter’s old room.”




And here Dawn had been worried about Mrs. Wickham accepting Gables. She wished him good night, told him she’d see him in the morning, and walked back to the hotel.






“Lady Dawn,” Gables said gently while they began sorting the books in the library, “you need to go home.”




No brownie had taken them up on their offer, but the beer had been drunk, and there were no inebriated hedgehogs to account for it or even a dazed slug. Dawn called it hopeful.




The refrigerator and pantry were now full of food. The ground floor was as clean as they could get it after a day and a half of scrubbing. The first floor needed similar cleaning, but it wasn’t nearly as bad, and Gables said he could handle it himself. Purchases were starting to arrive, including a stack of wooden beams and other materials that would form the play castle for Dill. Gables gave him a haircut, refusing Dill’s demand that he be shaved bald as an egg and keeping to something that let his hair curl just a little. Gables had even managed to start the elderly car in the garage and pull it out into the driveway to take a look at it. 




“I know,” Dawn said. “I just…”




She sighed, unable to articulate the reluctance she was feeling. She’d spoken to both Giles and John. Giles had asked a few rather general questions, but when she’d refused to go into detail, had let her be. John only confirmed that Dima was not back yet and had not left word and didn’t ask anything.




“The longer you’re here,” Gables told her, “the more likely someone will notice your absence from home or your presence here.”




He was right. She didn’t like it, but he was right.




“I need to go to that shop, the Laughing Duke,” she said, “and then I’ll book a red-eye flight tonight. We can all have dinner before I go.”




“I think that would be wise,” he said. 




She changed, got her hired driver to take her to the Laughing Duke, and walked in wearing the tailored black silk suit and ivory silk blouse with black pearls and plain gold band that she’d put together as her “I may be eighteen (actually twenty-one) but you will take me seriously” outfit.




The Laughing Duke was something of a hodgepodge, and a great deal larger than she’d expected. It filled three of the standard storefronts along Oxford’s Cornmarket Street, not that there was anything in Oxford that was standardized. One section with narrow, tortuous aisles was given over to books, and Dawn felt her soul tug her in that direction, but if she couldn’t spend all the time she wanted going over them, she didn’t want to go halfway either. Instead, she turned away from the books, away from furniture, and started looking for ‘what she needed’ without really having any idea what that meant. Presumably, it would be something she could fit in her satchel, whatever other traits there were.




She was glancing around, enjoying the smell of old books, wood, and other antiquities, wondering what she was supposed to get, when one of the clerks approached her.




“Does madame require any assistance?” he asked, looking as if it was his dearest wish to help her find a nineteenth century fish fork or a small landscape from the Romantic period. 




“Well, I’m looking for two things,” she said, remembering that Dima’s birthday was in another week and a half, “the first is specifically a Venetian glass kaleidoscope. The second is a birthday present for my boyfriend.”




The elderly clerk’s eyebrows lifted when he heard her American accent and lifted further when he heard her needs.




“It just so happens that we have several kaleidoscopes available,” he told her, “and I know at least three of them are of Venetian origin. Shall we begin there?”




She followed him back to one of the odd corners where a ranked display of glass objects was shown. 




“Do you have any interest in the English variety?” he asked her. “Only the kaleidoscope was invented by an Englishman in the eighteenth century.”




“Academic interest, yes,” Dawn said, “shopping interest, no. It’s a replacement for one owned by the Ruritanian ambassador to the United States.”




“A replacement?”




She looked up from the one she’d been examining.




“I may have been involved in an altercation in the ambassador’s drawing room in which several objects of his antiques collection were damaged,” she said, feeling all the guilt.




If he’d been wearing a monocle, it would have fallen out.




“Did you really?” he asked. “Good heavens! I suppose we must find you a replacement, mustn’t we?”




“I would really appreciate it,” she told him. “His Excellency has been very friendly to me and my boyfriend, and even if I wasn’t the specific person who broke the kaleidoscope, I was involved.”




Most of them were fairly dull—mass produced cylinders of aging paper that had been cranked out when an Englishman worked out the principles of how to make a reflection repeat in a symmetrical pattern. A handful were outrageously ornamented configurations of metal and glass that Dawn was afraid to touch for fear that they would break under their own weight. One, though, was a beautiful length of dark wood inlaid with metal. With a nod from the clerk, she picked it up. 




It was heavy, weighted to one end, where a flat, oil-filled capsule held all the bits that made the kaleidoscope pattern were kept to fall freely any time the end was turned. She looked at the bits and saw tiny seashells, minuscule millefleur beads, smaller beads of glowing cobalt, crimson, emerald, and saffron, gold suns, copper stars, and silver crescent moons. The wood showed the kind of wear that came from two hundred years of gentle, considerate handling. There’d been some mending to the brass rings and eyepiece, but nothing she wouldn’t expect to see in an object of similar age. 




“How lovely,” she said.




“It’s even better when viewed through the eyepiece,” he told her. “Here.”




He held it up for her, and she ducked a little to peek in through the eyepiece, and watched as he turned the end of the kaleidoscope. Even though she knew what the individual pieces were, all she saw were the intricate patterns unfold. It was breathtaking.




“It’s wonderful!” she said, laughing with delight.




“Yes,” he agreed. “It’s a rare piece. Most Venetian work of this sort was only the viewing tube with a few pieces, as it was intended for a mass market of sorts, but this was commissioned by a Russian prince. After the revolution, one of his grandchildren lost it in a wager, and it came onto the market.”




“Please tell me there’s a case,” she pleaded.




“There is,” he assured her. “Are you interested?”




“Interested? I’m positive,” she told him. “I’ll need all the documentation you have on it.”




“Of course! Won’t you please come this way?”




Shopping while rich was her new favorite hobby. He led her to a door, to an office stacked with recent acquisitions, paperwork, folders, and one snoring bulldog. There, he began drawing up the paperwork. She presented her school credentials and a card for payment. He blinked several times, but managed to keep his voice stable.




“You’re a member of Saint Drogo’s College in Queen Flavia University?”




“I’ll be returning in a few weeks for the next term,” she said, nodding.




“Lady Dawn Summers,” he repeated. “We’re most honored by your patronage, Lady Dawn, and we are, by the way, very interested in acquiring any Ruritanian antiquities. I would take it as a great favor if you would mention us to your fellow schoolmates.”




He handed her a card, real parchment, engraved printing with the blackest ink she’d ever seen and a hand painted copy of the shop sign hanging outside the building. His name was Quentin Haversham. She wondered if he was related to the Miss Haversham who ran the tour groups through Strelsau.




“Sometimes it seems like all the antiques in Strelsau are still in use,” she said, “but I’ll be sure to mention it.”




“And, you had mentioned your boyfriend’s birthday was approaching,” he reminded her. “I…don’t suppose he’s Ruritanian?”




“He is,” Dawn replied. “He grew up in Hentzau, and he’s currently working in the Ruritanian embassy in the US.”




“What are his interests?” Mr. Haversham asked her.




She considered. 




“Music, both classical and current,” she began, “political science, charitable works, fencing, European history, especially Ruritania and Hentzau, and folklore related to the same.”




“Music?” he prompted her.




“Oh, yes,” she said. “He plays guitar and piano. He’s got a huge collection of recordings. He’s even done a little composition.”




“I must say,” Haversham murmured. “This is a most gratifying set of circumstances, to be able to offer you something which seems almost bespoke.”




“How do you mean?”




“If you’ll pardon me just a moment,” he said, “I’ll fetch something I think you’ll be quite interested in.”




He excused himself and stepped out, his small spindly form disappearing further back into the offices, and a few minutes later, he reappeared, holding a stack of papers wrapped in a red ribbon.




“Are you familiar with Smetana’s Má Vlast?” he asked. 




“The name’s familiar,” she said, “which means I’ve probably heard it, but I can’t recall it.”




“It’s a series of symphonic poems composed by Bedrich Smetana,” he explained. “He wrote them in the 1870s, and they were first performed in 1880. The movements are The High Castle, The Moldau, Sarka, Tabor, and Mount Blanik. However, there was a sixth movement, The Fields and Woods of Hentzau.”




“Was?” Dawn asked. 




“The symphony wasn’t known outside of Ruritania until after the Great War,” Haversham explained. “There are no extant recordings before that time. Sometime after 1895 but before 1900, Smetana ordered the conductor of the Strelsau Symphony Orchestra to remove The Fields and Woods of Hentzau, ordered his publishers to remove it from any further editions of the score, refused to allow it to be played, refused to admit it existed, and by all reports, became nearly hysterical with anger if anyone mentioned it. And so, it has not been played in Ruritania for more than a hundred years, and has probably never been heard outside of it.”




Between 1895 and 1900. Of course.




“He blamed Rupert of Hentzau for King Rudolf’s death,” she said, wincing.




There really was no getting away from the Rassendylls.




“This score,” Haversham said, placing his fingertips on it, “contains the lost sixth movement.”




Dawn sat bolt upright.




“Are you kidding me?” she asked, and knew he wasn’t. “But, wait, I don’t know anything about music, but even I know that a lost piece from a well known composer would have a pack of enthusiasts baying after it.”




“I know!” Haversham agreed with her. “Yet, composers and music go in and out of fashion just as all artists do. There was only a short period, less than twenty years, when the symphony contained all six poems, and it was removed at the behest of the composer himself. I imagine most consider it a footnote to musical history, not something worthy of The Hunt.”




She could hear the capital letters practically vibrate in his voice. She thought for a moment. Now that Haversham had talked about it, she knew what Má Vlast was, and what it meant to the people of Ruritania. It was like a second national anthem, and since it was much prettier than the actual national anthem, it was played more often.




“Yes, absolutely, I want this,” she told him. “And, I can’t make any promises, but I’ll see what I can do to make sure it’s heard again.”




Then she paused. After all, no one was supposed to know where she was, in case they connected little Demetrius William Rassendyll Wickham to her, and through her to Dima. She bit her lip.




“I may not be able to reveal where I found the manuscript,” she admitted.




“Oh, my dear Lady Dawn,” Haversham hooted. “One does not desire notoriety. One wishes only for the restoration of that which is lost. This establishment does not specialize in manuscripts of any sort, after all. I had thought to pass it on to an auction house after I had finished savoring the piece. I am delighted to stumble into a bit of serendipity.”




As Haversham went through the motions of drawing up a bill of sale and she signed several receipts and one promise that if she wished to sell the items, she would give The Laughing Duke right of first refusal, Dawn looked out the door of his office to a sorting and stocking room lined by cabinets. She recognized several items with a range of ages, some venerable, some merely old. Something caught her eye.




“Excuse me,” she said, getting up.




She nearly collided with another clerk, who sputtered apologies, but she didn’t take her eyes off the object. When she reached it, she knew it was what Avalon had told her about. It was draped over a dowel like a quilt, but there was nothing innocuous about it. Intricate links of cold iron formed a heavy net. Someone, a blacksmith probably, had worked each inch long link so each end was a small circle, linked to a larger circle holding five other links, and the greater circle had a vicious barb of sharpened wire. The entire net was perhaps four feet by four feet. It must have weighed thirty pounds.




“Fascinating, isn’t it?” Haversham asked her. “We’ve been unable to determine when it was manufactured, what its use was, who its owners have been, or really anything of value, but it’s such a unique piece, we’re loathe to hand it off to anyone else.”




She very carefully put her fingertip against one of the barbs and flinched when it drew blood.




“Oh, my goodness!” Haversham cried in horror. “Lady Dawn, do forgive me. I should have warned you that we only ever handle it wearing gauntlets. Let me get the first aid.”




“It’s all right,” she said, shaking her head.




She studied the ends of the barbs. They’d been individually sharpened by hand. Then she checked how the circle links had been made. She’d seen a drawing of it in one of Giles’s books, ages ago.




“It’s German,” she told him. “Made before the sixteenth century from the way the metal was worked, but my guess is that it was used during the witch burnings. That’s why the letters MM, for Malleus Malificarum, are engraved here and here.”




She pointed at two small metal tags dangling from a corner link. Haversham looked at her with sudden understanding.




“You’ve made a study of this,” he said.




“The barbs are spelled to draw blood at the slightest touch,” she said, “The irony is, it would have taken a really strong witch to do spellwork with cold iron. This wasn’t made to cripple a witch. It was made to cripple one of the Fae.”




The only other spellworked cold iron she’d ever encountered in person were the Manacles of Phobos and Deimos which she carried wrapped in spelled silk and leather and a box made of Chataigne’s wood in her satchel. She looked over at Haversham, aware that she’d said too much, and realized from his expression that he believed her.




“I realize that one cannot throw a stick in Oxford without striking a history buff,” he told her, “but those of us who treasure the minutiae of quotidian history understand that there is more under the surface than most people would ever suspect.”




“Mr. Haversham, have you ever worked with the Watchers Council?” Dawn asked.




He blinked in surprise. 




“Extensively,” he answered. “I was something of a procurer, you understand. Rare materials, objects of power, items which directly related to their work. When they were wiped out, I took a position here. It may be a step down in the world, but I have the joy of working with those things about which I am passionate.”




She nodded.




“Not all of them were killed,” she told him. “I’ll have Rupert Giles contact you and see if the new Council, the Slayers Council, can bring you back on in some capacity. We absolutely need to reestablish ties.”




She gave him her own card.




“And I need to purchase this item,” she told him.






When she got back to the cottage on Church Road, she had the three items purchased from The Laughing Duke, a pint glass with the arms of Oxford University for Avalon, a text from Dima, and a ticket home, but no time to stay for dinner. She went inside to say goodbye.




“I can’t stay,” she apologized. “There was only one flight I could grab, and I’m going to have to race to Heathrow as it is.”




Gables nodded, but Dill was crushed.




“But you only just came,” he said, tearing up again.




“I know,” she said. “But I’ve got something for you. Put out your hands.”




He did, and she pressed into them the first thing Dima had given her to put into her new satchel—a wooden top worn from years of use.




“Your father played with this when he was your age,” she explained. “And his father before him. And now it’s yours.”




Even at five, Dill understood the importance. He stared at it for a long moment and then looked back up at her, lashes wet with tears.




“You’re coming back,” he said.




“I’m coming back,” she said. “I just don’t know exactly when.”




She hugged him tightly and whispered in his ear.




“I love you, Dill.”




When she let him go, he ran to his grandmother and collapsed, sobbing, onto her lap. She smoothed his hair back and tutted him.




“There now, my Dill,” she murmured. “Steady on.”




She shook hands with Gables.




“Please do not worry, Lady Dawn,” he said in German, his voice soft. “I will guard them with my life.”




She nodded, feeling tears of her own threaten.




“You’ve got my phone number if you need anything,” she said. “And the second phone number I gave you is an ally who goes by Guardian. If you can’t reach me, call Guardian.”




“I look forward to your return,” he told her. “And I hope Dmitri is clever enough to make you his gräfin.”




She demurred, feeling an agonizing blush sweep her face, but he only chuckled. 




“Get Dill started on fencing and horseback riding and, oh geez, swimming lessons,” she began.




“Lady Dawn,” Gables said, “I had half the raising of Master Dima when he was Master Dill’s age. I know what to do.”




She shut up and nodded and went over to Mrs. Wickham, who shook her hand quite properly.




“I think my Abby would have liked you,” she said. 




She’d seen the pictures on Abigail’s laptop (password “Hentzau”) of her with a seventeen year old Dima when she was at least twenty. While she knew that it was all arranged by Dima’s parents, to ensure both the annulment of Dima’s betrothal and probably also an heir to the grafschaft, Dawn had a hard time thinking well of a woman who would take advantage of the smiling barely-a-young-man who stood next to her holding a volume of Faust. It was hard to look at his face, knowing what would happen to him just a few weeks later, what Talia would do to him.




“I hope so,” she managed.




She’d had Guardian backup the hard drive to where she could review it later. There were megabytes of journal entries. Probably some were related to Council business, but some were also from when Abigail had been in Strelsau. 




“You better not die on me before this is all settled,” she told Mrs. Wickham.




The woman chuckled.




“And when you do expect it will all be settled,” Wickham asked her.




She took a deep breath.




“No later than Dima’s twenty-fifth birthday, one year and one week from today,” Dawn told her. “Probably sooner than that.”




There was after all, the prophesy from Sorores in Mortuis, and the foretelling Scheherazade had done, of the Hellmouth opening before Christmas.




“I make no promises,” Mrs. Wickham said, “but I will see what I can do.”




Dawn nodded, and then gave Dill another kiss, but he wouldn’t look at her. So she got to her feet, picked up her satchel and her suitcase, gave Gables a nod, and went back out to her car.




“Okay, Sam,” she sighed when she got in, “let’s get to the airport.”




The text from Dima read Retrieved remaining Ducklings and dropped them off at Disneyland. Will return on first available flight. Love you.




You’re going to beat me home, she texted back. I will see you as soon as I get back in approx. 16 hours. Miss you. Love you.




Then she texted Lee, Sabrina, and Cole.




Do NOT scare me like that again. I want a pic of all of you on the Teacup ride. Incommunicado for the next 16 hours. Take LOTS of pics.




The drive to Heathrow took less than an hour, but by the time she’d made it through the check-in to her gate, they were already boarding. She found her seat—first class again, thanks to Guardian, took her shoes off, put her slippers on, took her hair down, asked the flight attendant for a bottle of water, and began braiding her hair, she felt like she’d been kicked down a flight of stairs.




“Guardian?” she asked her cellphone in the last few minutes before the flight crew required phones be turned off.




“I’m here, Dawn,” it answered.




“Will you segregate all files from this trip so they can’t be seen unless I specifically ask for them?” 




“Done,” it told her.




She thanked the attendant who brought her water, and as soon as the plane was in the air, took her pajamas to the first class bathroom and got changed while the attendant set up her bed. She slept the entire way to DC.




Wibbly-Wobbly, Timey-Wimey



She got back Saturday morning and dozed in the car that drove her from the airport to Dima’s apartment while her phone pinged nearly constantly from the missed text messages, emails, and photos she’d received while she’d been up in the air. She hadn’t slept very well on the plane, though it wasn’t for lack of luxury. She kept having dreams of a beautiful red haired woman trying to tell her something important, something she’d told Dawn several times before only Dawn couldn’t remember what it was, and when it wasn’t the beautiful red haired woman, it was a scruffy looking old man in tattered brown and white robes who was delighted to see her but made no sense when he spoke.




And whenever she’d woken up, she started stressing out over the fact that she couldn’t tell Dima about little Demetrius William Rassendyll Wickham, his natural son and currently only potential heir. She’d gone over it a hundred times. If Dima knew, he’d take immediate steps to protect little Dill. He’d go in person to meet him. He probably wouldn’t be willing to give Dill up. Dawn could even see him picking up Dill and Mrs. Wickham and bringing them to DC. Even if he didn’t do it, he’d hire bodyguards, staff, and a nurse. Even if he didn’t do that, he’d spend a significant amount of money. Even if he didn’t do that, he’d still leave a trail of breadcrumbs for the Romanovs to follow. 




And if the Romanovs could follow, so could Sycorax. If Sycorax learned of Dill, Dawn imagined she might kill him outright, if she could. If she couldn’t kill him, she’d kill Mrs. Wickham and Gables, and take Dill captive. Then she’d use Dill against Dima. Worse, even if Dima managed to keep Dill’s existence a secret, if Sycorax got her hands on Dima and…ate his mind or parts of it, she could find out about Dill that way. The same if Sabrina, Cole, or Lee knew. In fact, she was half convinced she needed to find a way to repress her own knowledge, in case Sycorax poked inside her head, but she’d promised Dill she would visit him.




But…what if Dima found out about Dill and discovered that she’d hidden his son from him? Would he understand why, or would he consider it a betrayal? The idea of Dima hating her left her panicked, and she suspected that if it happened, she wouldn’t get a chance to explain why she’d done it. So she got back stressed and out of sorts and barely noticed all the traffic to the freight elevator until she got off on the top floor and saw a pathway of cardboard laid down to protect the floor and several men carrying furniture piece by piece into the other penthouse apartment while John Brant supervised. He gave her a smile when she paused.




“He’s inside,” John said, nodding towards Dima’s apartment. “Your buds will be out here later this week, so he gave Taekwon the job of setting up the apartment.”




“I’m guessing Taekwon was pretty excited,” Dawn said.




“Oh, yeah,” John answered, nodding his head.




With a sigh of exhaustion, Dawn headed in. All she wanted was a shower and more sleeping. And then some pizza. Maybe pizza first.




She closed the door behind her, making sure Ashera didn’t get out, and felt a wave of relief and homecoming. The apartment was clean, tidy, and most importantly, it didn’t smell like cat pee. She didn’t think she’d ever take that for granted again.




“Dawn!”




She looked up. Dima had just come out of his bedroom and spotted her. His face lit up, and all thoughts of bath, sleep, or anything else disappeared as she walked over to him and hugged him. He hugged her back, not automatically, not out of habit, but absorbing her. His arms went around her shoulders and pulled her close. His hand cupped the back of her head, and he bent his head over hers. It was the best feeling in the entire world.




“You’re all right?” he asked.




“Tired,” she said. “Probably stinky. Very, very glad to be home. You?”




“I’m fine,” he said.




She pulled her head back and looked up at him.




“Where were they?” she asked him. “Where have they been? What happened to them?”




She’d gotten more than thirty text messages from Sabrina, at least five each from Cole and Lee, and more pictures than she could count. It looked like they’d hit Disneyland with Charles Wallace and a woman Sabrina said was Lee’s childhood best friend, Sally. Sally liked to put Lee in a headlock, a sentiment with which Dawn wholeheartedly sympathized.




Dima gave her an apologetic smile.




“I’m sorry, Dawn; I can’t tell you,” he said. “Only that they’re back safe and sound, and they’ll be here Wednesday or Thursday. It depends, apparently, on whether or not they can get Sabrina to agree to go to Catalina Island.”




“Oh.”




She hadn’t been expecting that.




“It’s a security matter,” he explained.




“Oh.”




Well, that, at least, made perfect sense. Whose security, though? Egypt?




“And where have you been?” he asked. “John wouldn’t say anything other than you’d had to take care of something.”




She sighed and put her head down on his chest, wishing she didn’t have to say anything.




“Dawn?”




He brushed her hair back.




“I can’t tell you,” she said, looking back up. “I swear I’m not getting even, Dima. I’ve been stressing about this the whole time.”




“It’s all right,” he assured her. “I’m familiar with operational security. If the Council or the matriculation board asked you to do something—”




“They didn’t,” she interrupted. “Dima, there’s this whole thing, and it’s a really big thing, and the only thing I can tell you about it is that I can’t tell you about it.”




“I…see?”




He looked worried, and she stepped back, holding on to his hands while she looked up at him.




“I can’t give you any hints,” she said, “and I can’t reference it, and if you try to figure out what it is, you just might, and Dima, you can’t. There are lives at stake, and I’ve spent the last several days trying to make decisions on your behalf, knowing I can’t tell you, and I think I’ve made the right decision. I really, really hope so, but if something happens, and you find out before you should, a lot of bad things could happen, and one of them may be that you hate me.”




She felt like she would burst into tears and realized that if he insisted, she would crack and tell him. Instead, he smoothed her hair back from her face.




“This has to do with me?” he confirmed.




She nodded, miserable.




“And you’ve made decisions on my behalf in order to protect me and others?” he asked.




She nodded again.




“Then, I trust you,” he told her.




The wave of relief that swept through her was so strong, it made her knees weak. Her eyes filled with tears.




“You do?”




He cupped her face with his hands and kissed her.




“It would be fairly awful,” he said when he broke the kiss, “if after everything, I didn’t trust you.”




She swallowed past the knot in her throat and sniffled and kissed him back.




“I love you so much,” she told him.




“Hmm,” he sighed, “I love you too. And I missed you.”




He kissed her again, and it deepened, drawing her in. She sighed, moaning a little. Forget the shower. Forget the nap. Forget the pizza.




“Take me to bed,” she told him.




His eyes lit up. He picked her up and carried her to the bedroom.






“Okay, now I’m really hungry,” Dawn muttered, climbing out of bed.




“I will order delivery,” Dima told her, pulling his shirt back on, “and you get a shower. By the time you’re done, it’ll probably be here.”




“Is that a classy way of telling me I stink so I should spend some time scrubbing my hide?” Dawn asked.




“Not stink,” he answered, leaning over to kiss her. “Never stink. Perhaps ‘saturated with flavor’, but only in the most delicious sense of the words.”




She kissed him back, laughing.




“Ah, no wonder you’re in diplomacy,” she told him.




They almost started again, when Dima jerked in surprise and checked his pocket. His phone had been on vibrate. He frowned at the number and answered.




“Yes?”




At his caller’s first words, he looked back at Dawn.




“Of course,” he answered. Then he held the phone out to her. “It’s for you.”




Cautious, Dawn took the phone.




“Hello?”




“Lady Dawn,” M said with asperity, “you did not answer your phone.”




“Oh,” Dawn swallowed, “it’s packed away right now. I just got home after a long flight, and the battery might be run down.”




“You no longer have the luxury of allowing your phone’s battery to run down or to leave it packed away, flight or no flight,” M upbraided her. “You must be reachable no matter what your personal circumstances. You may ask Hentzau to explain to you why this is crucial.”




“Yes, ma’am,” Dawn said meekly.




Dima raised his eyebrows at her. Then he pointed to himself and pointed out to the living room. She nodded at him, and he left.




“I have a job for you,” M told her. “It is to take priority over any other assignment you have, barring a matter of life and death.”




Dawn blinked, trying to reorient herself. M hadn’t said ‘boo!’ to her since she’d gotten her grades for the last semester. She hadn’t expected anything until she and the others returned to Strelsau for the fall term.




“Okay,” Dawn managed. “What is it?”




“Decode and translate Linear A,” M said.




For a moment, the world paused.




“I’m sorry, what?” Dawn asked. “You want me to what?”




“Lady Dawn, this request comes from the highest levels of the United States military,” M repeated. “And for reasons I cannot share with you at this time, it is in your best interests to take on this challenge.”




“But Linear A is a script,” Dawn protested. “No one’s even heard the language behind it spoken since it was last written.”




Dima must have decided to practice guitar, as the noise coming from the living room sounded like he’d turned his amp on while Ashera sharpened her claws on a hurdy gurdy in range of the pick up.




“Uh…okay,” she fumbled. “Um, I’ll need all the previously done academic research on it, and I’ll need to work with Guardian. It’s the only thing with enough processing to crunch this stuff, and—”




“Dawn,” Dima called.




A thought occurred to her, and she grabbed her satchel, reached in, and pulled out her psychic paper. If there was one person who could get her to the point in time where Linear A was being written so she could hear the language behind it, it was the D—




“Dawn,” Dima said, opening the door to the bedroom. “I think you’d better come out here.”




“I’m on the phone with M,” she protested. 




“Even so,” he said. “You should see this.”




“I’ll get started on it, ma’am,” Dawn said hastily, “and I’ll call you as soon as I have something.”




She’d missed three days’ work at the Jeffersonian, and even though she’d translated cuneiform and worked on facial reconstructions during her sparse downtime during the trip, she counted herself horrifically behind on what she needed to be doing, and she hadn’t even had time to tell Angela she would be in on Monday. Or would she?




She still hadn’t dressed, so she pulled on her robe, tied the belt and came out of the bedroom, joining Dima where he stood, regarding something she hadn’t seen since spring break—two years ago in her own timeline.




A large blue police box. 




“It just showed up,” Dima told her.




Dawn looked down at the psychic paper in her hand.




“I didn’t even write anything yet!” she nearly wailed.






“Aren’t you finished yet?” the Doctor asked her.




“Do you have pizza?” Dawn snapped back. “No. You do not have pizza. Therefore, you do not get to ask me any questions or bug me about whether I’m done yet, because I am hungry and cranky, and you’re not helping!”




The Doctor gave her a very sour look and wandered off.




“So, Pakees,” Dawn said, looking up from her spot in front of one of the larger inscriptions, “which language do you use for the inscriptions?”




Pakees, whose name was the equivalent of Fatso in the local Minoan dialect, looked up and scratched at his stubbly neck. Dawn had picked up most of the local language the previous day when they’d arrived, yet when they’d stopped at the local temple, dedicated to Britomartis, nymph of the nets, Dawn had still been stumped by the script. 




They’d befriended Pakees, the temple’s caretaker—not, he was quick to point out, an actual priest—and Dawn had sat down to learn how to decode and then how to properly read Linear A, the completely undeciphered script from Minoan Crete.




“Well, it really all depends on what you want to say, doesn’t it?” Pakees said. “I mean, you wouldn’t speak Egyptian at the tavern down the hill, would you?”




“I would if my customers were Egyptian,” Dawn said.




Pakees wrinkled his nose at the thought. 




“Nah, Phoenician’s what you speak in a tavern or a seaside marketplace,” he told her. “That’s what all the merchants and sailors speak. Hang the Egyptians for a bunch of stuck up cocks.”




It really shouldn’t have surprised her to hear a Minoan speak about Egyptians the way a New Yorker might talk about a Bostonian—though she didn’t think they would have used exactly the same phrasing. 




“You know,” Pakees said, “I knew this one Egyptian with a monkey, used to shit in hand and throw it at people.”




“The Egyptian?” Dawn asked, baffled.




“No, the monkey,” he replied. “Disgusting, but funny. Terrible aim. I learned to always stand at the Egyptian’s other shoulder, so the damn monkey wouldn’t throw anything at me. Anyways—”




“Pakees,” Dawn interrupted. She’d already learned that the only way to get an answer to her question was to ruthlessly interrupt him and force him back to the topic he’d wandered off. “What language do you use for the inscriptions?”




“Well, this is in the Tongue,” he said, pointing at the top set of scratched syllabograms and ideograms on the marble face of the small temple. “We use it when we’re specifically talking to or about the gods. Don’t want to piss them off, do we, since it’s their language too.”




Pakees had looked at her, confused, the first time she asked him what the name of his language was. It was The Language. The Tongue. The words that proper people spoke, not that hooligan bar-bar-bar yammering outsiders used. It had taken Dima on his third trip down to the fishing village and port to get one of the merchants to identify it as what they called Small Minoan, a dialect spoken in the villages along the northeastern shore of Crete. To Dawn’s ear, about a third of the roots were Greek, another third were from the surrounding civilizations—Hittite, Cyprian, Luwian, Phoenician, Philistine, even a smidgen of Hebrew. The last third was something completely foreign to her ears, but it underlaid the pronouns, the being verbs, family relationships, and names of wild animals, fish, and uncultivated plants.




“So those two lines are in the Tongue,” she agreed, still unable to parse them. “What about the others?”




“Well, if it’s the queen or her court, we write it in La-Te-Da Tongue,” he said. “That line on the bottom says ‘Her Majesty, Dyktynna, First Of Her Name, Sweet Virgin, Queen of the First People and the Hairy Invaders, Defeater of Those With Bad Breath and Dull Blades, did decree that all good homage would be paid to the sublime Britomartis and gave unto the goddess ten convicts to build the temple.”




The line he translated was five symbols long. Also, from what she’d heard, Dyktynna had eleven living children, eight boys and three girls. Sweet virgin seemed fairly unlikely.




Dawn felt like banging her head against one of the marble blocks. La-Te-Da Tongue, she had determined, after Dima had asked the head woman of the village, who was also the queen’s appointed port authority and tax collector, was actually High Minoan, a moribund classical version of Small Minoan. Dawn hadn’t heard anyone speak it in the three days she’d been there, but the vast majority of her conversation had been with Pakees, since he was the only one in the vicinity who knew anything about Linear A.




“And,” he continued, “if it’s matters of property or trade, we use the Dog Tongue.”




The Dog Tongue, which Pakees had spoken a few lines to her, was a frankly bizarre Etruscan-Cypriot creole.




“Why not use Phoenician?” she asked.




“Phoenicians are cunts,” Pakees answered.




“Have you even met a Phoenician?” Dawn demanded.




“Don’t want to,” Pakees stated, looking proud. “I’ve heard the stories.”




She really felt like she could trade some stories with the Egyptian and his shit-flinging monkey.




“So, religion, government, property, what else?” Dawn asked.




“Well, not that much else gets written down,” Pakees explained. “At least not permanently. Astrology, that’s in Sumerian. A lot of that fancy song and scroll learning is in Sumerian. Legal stuff, if it’s got people from other places, that’s in Mycenaean.”




“Why not just use the Tongue or the La-Te-Da Tongue for all of it?” Dawn asked, sure she wouldn’t get a real answer.




Pakees scoffed.




“You don’t want just anyone reading it, now do you?” he asked. “It would wear out the words, wouldn’t it? All the sacred god stuff would leak out.”




This was not the first time Dawn had reflected on how Pakees, who was considered a scholar by the villagers, couldn’t actually be literate, and had probably gotten his job because he was someone’s nephew. She’d been taking notes the entire time she’d been there, creating a list of all the symbols she saw, copying inscriptions and whatever translations Pakees could give her, and he’d only watched, curious, as she scribbled away. She’d made it all the way around the temple, had more than sixty symbols and twenty-five separate inscriptions and no idea how Linear A worked.




“So take me back to the Queen’s inscription,” she said. “What does this symbol mean?”




“That’s queen,” he answered promptly.




“Does it always mean queen?” she asked, aware that—at least in cuneiform—ideograms and syllabograms could have multiple meanings.




“Uh, well, if we had a king—like when Dyktynna kacks it and her son is crowned—then it’ll mean king,” Pakees answered. “Or if we were talking about the Egyptians, it would mean Fart-O.”




Which meant it wasn’t a syllabogram. It had to be an ideogram.




“Pharaoh,” she corrected him without much enthusiasm. “What if I wanted to say something about the head woman, Lysa?”




“Oh, yeah, you could use that,” he said, nodding. “Or if you were talking about the captain of a boat or the boss of a work team. It could cover all that?”




“Does it ever stand for a sound?” she asked.




“Dawn!” Dima called.




She looked up as he came running up the trail to the temple.




“Have you seen the Doctor?” he asked.




He bent over a little, breathing hard. He must have run from the village.




“He was here about ten minutes ago,” she said. “Wanted to know if I was done. What’s wrong?”




He shook his head.




“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Just some trouble in the bay. I’m sure the Doctor will be able to help me sort it out.”




Trouble in the bay of a small fishing village below a minuscule Minoan temple? Dawn looked around. The weather was still amazingly pleasant. Blue sky, light breeze, warm enough she preferred to sit in the shade, birds singing, and the breeze carrying the smell of the Mediterranean to them up on the hill. It was hard to imagine anything causing someplace like this trouble unless it was a nearly existential threat—an invading army, a wildfire, a plague. Dima didn’t look that worried.




“Okay,” Dawn said. “But let me know if you need my help, okay? I could use a break.”




“You have my word,” Dima told her.




He bent over, gave her a kiss, and then opened his satchel and took out a clay bottle of the local brew and another of spring water, and set down a net bag of cloth wrapped flatbread, a chunk of sheep cheese, a lidded bowl of hummus with several sour pickles, and napkin wrapped around nearly a dozen dolmas.




Pakees had watched the whole thing with fascinated curiosity. He’d tried to kiss Dawn once, apparently in the hopes that that was just what men in general got to do to her, but she’d pushed him firmly back, kicked him in the knee, and told him to mind his manners. Since then, he’d behaved himself.




“So, this symbol,” and Dawn drew it in the dust of the ground, “does it ever stand for a sound?”




Pakees stared at her, his brows drawn together, like he was sure her question made some sort of sense, but he didn’t know what.




“Okay,” she continued and drew a modified eye shape below it, “like this is a symbol for ‘eye’,” and she used the Tongue word ‘baki’ and pointed to her right eye, “which my people say as ‘ah-ee”, and sometimes, we draw messages and use this symbol to stand for the word ‘I’, which is how we say ‘ne’.”




“Why do your people talk so weird?” Pakees asked, frowning.




“It’s a problem,” Dawn conceded, not wanting to get into an argument, “but we’re good at a lot of other stuff. So, this symbol can mean the eye and can also stand for the sound ‘ah-ee’. Does this symbol stand for any sounds that you know of?”




She redrew the symbol for ruler/boss, which was an incomplete circle open at the top. Pakees watched, his face screwed up doubtful thought.




“Well, if I had to choose a sound for it to stand for,” he said, “I’d say ‘bat’.”




“Why bat?”




“Because the symbol also stands for the number, ‘bat’,” he explained, and held up his index finger to indicate he meant one.




“So we’re getting somewhere,” Dawn said, cheered up.




“Dawn!” the Doctor called, dashing back into the clearing outside the temple’s eastern wall.




“I’m here,” Dawn called and waved her hand. “Dima was looking for you.”




“Yes, good,” the Doctor declared. “I’m heading right back down. If anyone says anything about squid, pay no mind.”




“You got it,” she agreed.




Anything so she could get back to her work.




She shared her lunch with Pakees, who hogged the dolmas until she slapped his hand, and walked him through each of the five symbols he’d read to her as “Her Majesty, Dyktynna, First Of Her Name, Sweet Virgin, Queen of the First People and the Hairy Invaders, Defeater of Those With Bad Breath and Dull Blades, did decree that all good homage would be paid to the sublime Britomartis and gave unto the goddess ten convicts to build the temple.”




Three of the temple dogs came and laid down within arms length of her, since she had food. She dipped into her own satchel and pulled out a handful of cat kibble, which she threw to them.




She wrote the following in her notes:




First symbol—ruler/boss/Queen Dyktynna/“bat” = 1




Second symbol—titles?




Third symbol—to give/to sacrifice/to dedicate/ to pay for right and proper reasons




Fourth symbol—“hamar” = 10; hands, meeting, council, fleet, proper assortment of net-making tools? Drunk?




Fifth symbol—build, establish, come together, mourning period, court




“So, how do you know that this,” and she pointed to the first symbol, “means Queen Dyktynna?”




“Stands to reason.” Pakees shrugged. “She’s queen, isn’t she?”




That made her stop.




“Pakees, how long has this temple been here?” she asked.




“Oh, a very long time,” he said, nodding his head. “It’s probably the oldest temple on the island.”




“Uh huh,” she said, feeling a bit cynical. “Was it here when your grandfather was a boy?”




“Oh, yes,” he agreed, nodding.




“How about when his grandfather was a boy?” she prodded.




“Even then,” he said, stressing the temple’s antiquity.




“So, is Queen Dyktynna older than your grandfather’s grandfather?” she asked.




That made him stop.




“Maybe?”




He was clearly working hard at reconciling the two.




“Pakees, how long has Dyktynna been queen?” she asked.




“Oh, she became queen when I was a boy,” he said, smiling with relief to be given a question he had the answer to.




“So, if the temple has been here since your grandfather’s grandfather was a boy, and Dyktynna became queen when you were a boy, how could Dyktynna have sent ten convicts to build the temple?” Dawn asked reasonably.




“Ah, well, yes,” Pakees struggled. “Maybe Dyktynna sent the convicts before she became queen!”




Dawn stared at him. He flinched a little.




“Or not,” he amended. 




“What I’m saying,” she continued, “is that maybe the inscription is just a reminder to the priest or the caretaker as to the fact that the ruler when it was built sent help to build it.”




“But why would we need a reminder?” Pakees asked.




That time, Dawn did put her head down.






“Has Hentzau been through here recently?” the Doctor asked.




“No,” Dawn said hesitantly. “Why?”




“Absolutely nothing to do with squid,” the Doctor said and left in a hurry.




Dawn went back to compiling her list of known symbols and what they represented by sound and idea, broken down by language. Because, of course, of the twenty-five inscriptions on the temple, five were so worn as to be unreadable, ten had been in High Minoan, six in Small Minoan, two had been in Sumerian, and the remaining two, Pakees had simply looked at and shrugged.




“I don’t know,” he told her. “The priest doesn’t know either.”




Dima came trotting up the hill, carrying a trident, a fishing net, and leather bag. He’d changed into the standard island clothing of a linen kilt with a leather belt and leather sandals, and he was already sunburned on his shoulders.




“Have you seen the Doctor?” he asked.




“Okay, the next time one of you stops in here asking about the other, I’m going to tie you to a stake, and when the second one shows up, I’m tying you together like a pair of mittens,” Dawn declared.




“Don’t be cranky,” Dima said, bending over to give her a kiss. “One of the merchants has a sea silk scarf. I may be able to buy it off him for you.”




“You know,” Dawn sighed, “I could use a break. Why don’t we walk down to the village together. We can have some dinner. You can introduce me to the people you’ve been talking to, and— What?”




“It would probably be best to stay up here for now,” he advised. “The coast is a little…unsettled just now.”




“Does this have something to do with squid?” Dawn asked.




Dima considered. 




“Probably not,” he decided. “At least not squid as we understand them.”




Dawn stared at him.




“At any rate,” he said, “stay up here. If you see the Doctor, tell him the shimmer does seem to be working. I need to get back down.”




He ran off, and Dawn stared after him.




“He ran all the way up here just to say that?” Pakees asked. “It’s a mile both ways.”




“I don’t know,” Dawn said. “All I know is that I have to get this figured out, and it’s like the people who made this script didn’t want anyone to read it.”




“Oh, yes,” Pakees agreed, nodding happily. “Exactly.”






Nearly an hour later, when the sun was halfway down the sky and it was, if not dinner time, then at least time for afternoon tea, Dawn had managed to get Pakees to hold her flashlight nearly parallel to the wall surface so that she could get pictures of the worn inscription with enough contrast to puzzle out what the symbols were. She had a growing list of symbols with their meanings and sounds in five different languages, and she was beginning to think that what she really needed was to go to the royal palace at Knossos and find a proper scribe to explain it to her.




“Squid?” Pakees asked again.




“I don’t want to talk about it,” Dawn said.




Oh, the Doctor and Dima had hit it off immediately after the Doctor had opened the door to the TARDIS. She’d felt like a third wheel, which she hated, but what she most resented was that while she was there, grinding away at a script that literally was made not to be read, Dima was having some sort of squid adventure with the Doctor.




It wasn’t fair.




“Squid,” Pakees said again.




“Yeah, I got it,” Dawn answered with a grimace.




One of the big problems she’d run into was that some of the symbols seemed to be invented for a one-time use, but if you were going to bother doing that, why not invent a symbol that looked like what it was supposed to represent? Like one of these from the really worn inscriptions she’d been able to decipher, looked a bit like a trident. If there were any justice in the world, it would actually be a trident, but trying to read it as Small Minoan, High Minoan, or Sumerian got her nothing.




“Squid!” Pakees squeaked.




“Yep, it’s a real laugh riot,” Dawn muttered. “Pakees, can you clear some of those vines so I can see this better?”




She was kneeling in front of the back wall, the side towards the fishing village, and the last of the too-worn-to-read inscriptions was there.




“Have you seen the Doctor?” Dima asked from several feet behind her.




“Yes,” Dawn said. “He said good work on the shimmer, only now what you really need is a full moon, or barring that, a way to make his screwdriver work better underwater.”




She was trying to brush off the dirt that clotted the last inscription, so she ducked down, and when she did, Pakees hit the wall hard enough to dislodge most of the remaining vines, which came raining down on her.




“Hey!” Dawn cried in complaint.




“Squid!” Pakees said in a tiny voice.




But Pakees was several feet too far over to have struck the wall above her, and when she looked up at him, saw that he was staring in wide-eyed terror at the spot where Dima had just been.




She grabbed her satchel and somersaulted out of the way when the next blow struck the wall, right through where she’d been standing.




“Don’t be cranky,” said a thing in Dima’s voice.




“Pakees, run!” Dawn yelled.




“There’s a merchant with a sea silk scarf,” it continued speaking, moving forward on curled arms, using them like prehensile feet.




Pakees ran screaming, the first purely intelligent thing he’d done all day long.




“Not squid as we understand them?!” Dawn yelled, furious. “Dammit, Dima!”




“Dammit, Dima!” the twelve foot tall land squid repeated.




She got into her satchel and pulled out her sword. The next time it swung a tentacle at her, she dodged and tried to slash at it. Her sword barely cut the outer skin, and when it pulled back, the tentacle slapped her hard enough to send her spinning into the dirt. She kept her sword but had to spit dirt out of her mouth. She got to her feet as the squid moved several feet over, circling her.




“Oh, let’s not,” the Doctor said, taking her by the arm and pulling her away. “They’re a bit cranky just now, and hitting them only makes it worse.”




As he pulled her away, Dima stepped in with a handheld projector, aiming it at the wall of the temple. A field of shimmering light glowed on the surface of the wall, golden and lovely, and the squid immediately moved toward it. As soon as it was past Dawn and the Doctor, Dima changed his target to a group of trees. The shimmer was much more subdued, reflecting off the leaves, but there was more motion with the breeze causing the leaves to move in and out of the light. The squid went for that.




“And off we go,” the Doctor said, leading her behind the squid following Dima’s game of bait and switch. “How is your research going?”




“Well, my only translator just wet himself and ran off,” Dawn said, “so better than it had been, but it’s still taking way too long. Do you think we could go to Knossos and check in with the royal court there?”




“Considering how many of the Decapodians have awoken out of sync with their proper mating season and are stumbling up the coast, I think we’d best head that way no matter what.”




“Decapodians?” Dawn asked. “Really?”




“That’s just our name for them,” the Doctor explained. “I can’t pronounce their name for themselves. It’s both slippery and sticky at the same time.”




“And what’s Dima doing?” she asked.




“Well, the glimmer he’s projecting looks like the surface of the water from beneath,” the Doctor told her. “That’s where they think they are, and they’re trying to head up onto dry land, so we’re using it to herd them back to the shoreline.”




“What then?”




“I don’t really know,” the Doctor conceded, “but it is better than having them roam about the hills, isn’t it?”




There was that.






The palace at Knossos looked a lot better when it was lived in than after three and a half thousand years had passed. The murals, for one thing, were in much better shape. Including, for instance, the new mural of how the Decapodians occasionally came careening out of the Mediterranean, cranky and horny but ultimately meaning no harm, and could be lured back into the water using mirrors of beaten copper reflecting sunlight on nearby surfaces, leading them until they reached the water, exhausted, expelled their gametes, and could be rolled limply back into the surf for repatriation.




They were at least five centuries from the Theran eruption, and the Doctor said the Decapodians probably wouldn’t show up again in that time frame, but Queen Dyktynna coolly informed him that she preferred to be prepared for such calamities as the gods might inflict on them, or would he prefer the Decapodians face the same fate the squid of her kingdom usually dealt with? The Doctor allowed that deep frying was not a fit destiny for sapient species, no matter how driven by their hormones.




What Dawn liked best about all of this was watching all five foot two of Her Majesty read the Doctor out for not notifying her first of all. She did this under the watchful eyes of her three husbands and eleven children.




Then there was Dima, who—much like he had in The Hague in 1637—was having the time of his life, and had learned to speak Small Minoan, High Minoan, Etruscan-Cypriot, and Sumerian in less than a week.




“So, you get multiple orgasms and my ability with languages,” she said, “and I get migraines.”




“It really doesn’t seem fair.” He commiserated with her.




“It’s not like you lost your ability to sing,” she pointed out. “You’d think it would average out somehow.”




“You know, your difficulty singing never made much sense to me,” Dima told her as they walked back to the TARDIS. “You can reproduce tiny differences in pronunciation, pitch, and stress without any error. You ought to be able to do the same thing when you sing. The two are tied very closely together.”




“Yeah, well, one of the monks that made me said his aunt couldn’t sing either,” Dawn said. “I think it’s an informed ability. Or in this case, an informed disability.”




“Summers!” the Doctor hollered from fifty yards further up the trail. “Hentzau! Don’t dawdle!”




Dima took her hand, and they ran to join him.






“Okay, so it’s not a language,” Dawn explained on video conference. “It’s multiple languages, and the language is chosen in context with the subject. That’s why no one could nail it down. If it worked on one inscription, it didn’t work on another. Also, half of the inscriptions are in religious code, and there’s a boustrophedon rule, only it doesn’t reverse the characters, only the direction they’re written in.”




“Worse than the Mayans,” Mathison groaned. “Which ones?”




“The big one is Minoan, and I’m forwarding a basic list of words and grammar to you,” she said, brushing her hair back. “It’s a pre-Indo-European isolate, like Basque, and there are some parallels in syntactical structure. It must have survived the agricultural revolution and then died out, maybe after the Theran eruption.”




“Holy cow,” Mathison exhaled. 




“Along with Minoan,” Dawn continued, “you’ve got Scythian—”




“Scythian! What on earth were the Scythians doing in Crete?”




Dawn looked up from her notes. 




“I’m only reporting what I saw and heard. I did not get a chance to go into a detailed history of population movement,” she said, a little irritated.




“Sorry,” Mathison apologized. “What else?”




“Mycenaean, Luwian, Lycian, Phoenician, and this incredibly funky Cyprian-Etruscan creole,” she said. 




Mathison looked at his screen, horrified. 




“There are maybe ten people in the whole world who have enough of a handle on even one of those languages to help with this,” he cried. “And I’m not one of them!”




“Chill,” Dawn said. “That structure you sent me a drawing of with the Linear A symbols? They’re derived directly from Cretan hieroglyphs with encoding for religious and astronomical properties. The weird thing is, there was this syncretic, ‘everybody’s invited’ pantheistic thing going on. I swear they even referenced Amaterasu and Yu, and the selection of symbols breaks down along which god the location is dedicated to, if the location is Earth, one of the various heavens or hell, or some other, and which mix of people lived there. Very, very strange.”




Mathison stared at her. 




“So, if I asked you to pick which sequence of symbols would point to say, uh, a place,” he said nonchalantly, “that is not Earth, owned by Thoth and populated by Tau’ri, Jaffa, and, oh, let’s call them ‘children of the gods’, could you?”




“Let me see,” Dawn said, flipping through pages of notes. “So the originating symbol that appeared on all the temples in the area, was the pyramid with an ibis, but Thoth is also a baboon.”




“No, no,” Mathison said. “We’ve got the gate code for here. They came through right after the last fight with Thoth. We need the code to get back to that place.”




“Gate code?” Dawn repeated, puzzled.




“I’ve said too much,” Mathison gulped.




“Excuse me,” a man behind her said and bent into the frame of the picture. “Did you say ‘Thoth’?”




“Yes,” Mathison said, worried.




“Of those considered the ‘children of the gods’?” the tall, lanky man behind Dawn Summers asked.




“Yeeesssss,” Mathison answered, now scared.




Dawn finished scribbling several things down, looked at it, said ‘huh’, and started flipping through several more pages.




“Hmmm,” the lanky man said, and it was not a happy hmmm. “I thought I had dealt with him.”




“Who?” Dawn asked absently.




“Thoth,” the Doctor replied darkly. “We had a short discussion several thousand years ago. He took a nap afterwards.”




Dawn paused and looked up.




“You had a short discussion with the Egyptian god of knowledge, and he took a nap afterwards?” she asked, baffled.




“More of a permanent hibernation,” the Doctor told her. “Only apparently, it wasn’t so permanent.”




He stopped and looked directly at Mathison.




“You haven’t had anyone digging around in a submerged pyramid some twenty miles to the west of the Nile delta, have you?”




“Uhhhh,” Mathison said. 




“Summers!” the Doctor declared. “Get your things together, there’s something I have to deal with.”




“Now?” Dawn asked, appalled. “I’m right in the middle of this!”




A man off screen groaned. “Is there no time for a shower and some food?”




“Really, Hentzau, a man of your prowess whining about a shower?” the Doctor chided.




“Okay, here’s the symbols for Earth under Thoth’s dominion,” Dawn said, holding up a scrap of paper. “And here’s the symbols for Nun, which is the equivalent of what you’re asking for.”




“Summers!”




“And I have to go,” Dawn said. “Let me know if you need anything else.”




“Absolutely,” Mathison said.




She ended the video conference as Dima picked up their bags.




“Where are we going?” Dawn asked. 




The Doctor looked over at her, startled.




“Why, Nun, of course,” he answered. “Haven’t you been listening?”




“Okay, and why Nun?” she asked. 




“Because of Thoth,” the Doctor replied. “Come along, don’t dawdle.”




He went straight into the TARDIS, which Dawn had kept out of frame for the video conference. Dima joined her.




“I just solved Linear A,” she said. “One of the biggest archeological mysteries in the last two centuries, and for good reason, and as far as he’s concerned, I’m dawdling.”




“Summers!”




“Do you remember how I told you I couldn’t tell you about where Lee, Sabrina, and Cole had been or why?” Dima asked her.




“Of course,” she said. 




“M asked me to share the information of my assignment on a strictly need-to-know basis,” he told her, “and I think we’re about to walk into your need-to-know.”




“Hentzau!”




“What?” Dawn asked.




“I was in Cheyenne Mountain, and I gave what assurances I could that Lee, Sabrina, and Cole would respect the need for secrecy regarding where they had been, what they’d done, and who’d they seen.”




“I…what?” Dawn flailed.




“Both of you!”




“They were on Nun,” he told her.




She stared at him for a long moment, then blinked several times, then sighed and pulled her satchel up on her shoulder.




“I am not doing time travel anymore,” she muttered on her way into the TARDIS. “I am sticking to dimensional traveling.”






“I thought you said you were going to deal with this Thoth guy,” Dawn said. “We’re at least a hundred years in the past, and he’s not here.”




“No, he’s not,” the Doctor agreed. “He’s currently hibernating in a stasis capsule in one of his ships, buried beneath the Mediterranean, just off the coast of Egypt.”




“I’m still not following,” Dima said. “The Egyptian god of knowledge is real?”




“Thoth was never a god to begin with,” the Doctor answered, keeping a close eye on the comings and goings of guards at the enormous pyramid in front of them.




According to him, the pyramid was actually a ship capable of interstellar travel. But not time travel. He was very clear about that.




“Thoth and the rest of his species, the goa’uld,” the Doctor continued, “are parasites. They burrow into the back of your neck, into your skull, where they take control of your brain. You become their exoskeleton.”




“What happens to their hosts?” Dawn asked, horrified.




“Oh, they’re awake and aware the entire time,” the Doctor answered. “Watching as the goa’uld kills their loved ones, takes over their home, and enslaves their friends and family, and they can’t do a thing about it.”




“And Lee and Sabrina and Cole ran into these things?” Dawn looked over at Dima.




“They’re all well,” he reminded her. “I didn’t learn all the details, but the doctors at Cheyenne guaranteed that none of them carried one of these goa’uld.”




The first thing Dawn and Dima had noticed on arriving in the main city of the southern continent of Nun was that the inhabitants had skin nearly as dark as coffee. Their hair ranged from pure black to platinum white and every shade of ash blond and brown between, but there was no red in their hair at all. Their eyes were either a honey amber, gray, blue, or green with a few who had striking violet eyes. But short of finding a stash of body makeup, there was no way Dawn or Dima could pass as human.




The Doctor could and did, to the point that Dawn had to wonder if maybe the TARDIS had its own perception field it extended over the Doctor, just like it extended its translator field to anyone who wasn’t Dawn. None of the indigenous humans of Nun seemed to notice that the Doctor was even lighter in color than their average piece of flatbread. While she and Dima stood behind a stack of baskets, the Doctor charmed a miller into explaining how to get to the pyramid at the center of town and who to ask to get in and see the dungeon.




“What exactly are we doing?” Dima asked.




“So, the way I understand it is that each of these planets has a set of coordinates” Dawn explained. “I gave the symbols for Earth and Nun to the guy I talked to, but Lee, Sabrina, and Cole need the symbol for Earth to get home from Nun.”




“But they are home from Nun,” Dima said, narrowing his eyes in confusion.




“Yes,” Dawn agreed, “but the Doctor’s a time traveler, remember? So, the others got home because at some point we left the coordinates for Earth for them to find here on Nun. Except we haven’t done that yet, and we need to.”




“And that’s why you were complaining that you hadn’t even written your note to the Doctor yet when he showed up,” Dima said, nodding.




“Right.” Dawn smiled at him. “And I can’t do it while we’re together, because he’ll just get it right now. I have to wait until he’s gone off somewhen else, and then I can write the note.”




“Won’t he just get it then?” Dima asked.




“Apparently not,” Dawn said. “Wibbly-wobbly, timey-wimey.”




The Doctor returned, jaunty with his fez. Dawn imagined he could have shown up in the middle of a Klingon feast, and he would have gotten along fine with even the most grizzled warrior. Or with Glinda the Good Witch. Or Captain Kirk. Or a werewolf pack. 




“Come along,” he said, summoning them to follow him.




She and Dima had acquired hooded robes simply by liberating them from a laundry line several streets away. It kept people from noticing how poorly they fit in. There were, it turned out, people with pale skin on Nun, but they weren’t human, and they weren’t very well liked. They were Jaffa, a race that served the goa’uld as soldiers. Both she and Dima had seen a Jaffa from a couple of streets away. They wore completely different clothes, and they had a black tattoo on their forehead. Dawn figured she could draw the tattoo on her own and Dima’s forehead with ink, but she needed a closer look at it to begin, and it wouldn’t do any good if they didn’t have the uniforms, anyway.




“Doctor, have you seen a Jaffa woman?” Dima asked. “I’ve only seen men.”




“Yes, well, the Jaffa women don’t serve as soldiers,” the Doctor answered. “They are commanded to marry and bear children as their service to Thoth. I suppose if one wishes to subjugate an entire race, one starts by depriving the women of any opportunity to be more than incubators. Though, in a manner of speaking, all the Jaffa are incubators.”




He led them through a maze of back alleys while the pyramid in the background filled more and more of the sky above them. It was enormous. Dawn had a difficult time figuring out exactly how big it actually was. Larger than the pyramids at Giza, she decided.




It turned out there was no back door to the pyramid. Everything went in and out through the enormous square and arcade across the front. The good news was that foot traffic even through the front door of the pyramid was heavy enough that Dima and Dawn could stick to the Doctor’s heels and follow him through the thirty foot tall doors into the towering vestibule.




“Where are we going?” Dawn whispered.




“Well, where’s the one spot in this ship you’re sure your friends will end up?” the Doctor asked, not bothering to lower his voice.




Dawn exchanged a look with Dima.




“Probably whatever jail cells they’ve got here,” Dawn said. “I mean, if they were brought here, it was probably as prisoners, right?”




Dima nodded in agreement.




“Dungeons, it is!” the Doctor declared.




He took out his sonic screwdriver and held it up. The end lit up, and it hummed in a pleasant two part harmony. He slowly turned around, raising and lowering his screwdriver, divining some information from it that Dawn couldn’t begin to perceive.




“He does this?” Dima asked, eying the moving crowd of priests, Jaffa, and supplicants.




“All the time,” Dawn said. “And you know if either of us tried to do it, we’d be eaten by something.”




“Don’t be silly,” the Doctor told her. “No one on this planet will eat you. There’s no cannibalism to speak of. Now, if we were on Rurapente, it would be different. Ah, this way.”




He led them off to a back corner where a corridor took them in a circuitous route around and then down to series of doors, each one taking a little longer for the Doctor to unlock with his screwdriver.




“We’re breaking into a prison on a spaceship to leave a message for someone who won’t be here for another hundred years,” Dima commented. “Doesn’t this strike anyone else as a questionable idea?”




“You have no idea,” Dawn answered.




They made it past the last, heavily reinforced door, and a man looked up and stood.




“What are you doing here?” he demanded. “Who are you with?”




Then his eyes widened as he noticed none of them wore a Jaffa tattoo. His eyes glowed, and his voice deepened into something dark and buzzing.




“Jaffa, kr—”




The Doctor raised his screwdriver, and it sent out a hideous, whining pulse of sound. Both Dawn and Dima clapped their hands over their ears and winced in pain, but the man twisted in agony and fell to the floor.




“Doctor, what are you doing?” Dawn cried.




“Be ready,” he ordered, looking grimmer than she’d ever seen him. “I’m afraid this won’t be pleasant for anyone.”




He brought the glowing tip of his screwdriver down until it touched the man’s forehead, and the man arched, screaming silently, grabbing at his hair.




“Doctor,” Dawn started, horrified.




“Wait for it,” the Doctor ordered, his voice sharp and hard. “Now!”




Something—some thing—poured out of the man’s mouth, all scales, leathery wings, and snapping jaws. Dawn fell back, but Dima stepped forward and trapped it under his foot. Then he reached down, took it in his hand and brought it up to where they could all see him. The Doctor put his screwdriver away. The man on the ground stopped writhing in agony and curled up, sobbing with relief.




“It’s gone, it’s gone, it’s gone,” Dawn heard him cry.




He spoke High Minoan, and it was nearly four thousand years since it had been on Earth.




The thing in Dima’s hand looked like a snake gone wrong—ebony scales, wings several inches across, and three snapping jaws. It twisted and writhed, coiling around Dima’s arm while he watched it with disgust. He held it just below its head, so it couldn’t bite him, but it was strong enough Dawn could see his knuckles white with the effort of gripping it.




“Is that a goa’uld?” Dawn asked.




“It is,” the Doctor said, his voice thin and angry. “It takes a very calibrated pulse of sonic and electromagnetic energy to dislodge one from its chosen host, and it’s best not to allow it to take another.”




Dima didn’t need any other encouragement. He put his other hand on the goa’uld and wrung its neck like a chicken. It died with a screech, and Dima tossed the limp body away.




The former host, a man in his mid-thirties, began to pull himself together, wiping tears off his face and sniffling.




“There, now,” the Doctor said, giving him a hand up. “It’s all over. You’re free.”




The man, who looked far less like a military officer and more like a baker now, took a deep breath.




“Free?” he asked. “There’s no free on this planet. If you’re lucky, the masters don’t notice you. That’s the only freedom. He— he promised me he’d spare my family, but he went ahead and killed them anyway, and that was ages ago. There’s no one left.”




“Well, then, why not come with us?” the Doctor asked, cheerily. “See the universe, lots of it, meet new and interesting people, and none of them will want to crawl inside your head. Probably.”




“Dawn, we should probably get on with it,” Dima told her.




“Right.”




While the Doctor spoke to the former host, Dawn examined the cells, looking for a place she could write the coordinates for Earth where it wouldn’t be noticed until it was looked for and wouldn’t get scrubbed off before then.




“The guards will be back soon,” the former host told them.




“And you can tell them to be about their business,” the Doctor told him. “They don’t know the goa’uld is dead.”




“Should probably pick it up,” he said, taking the goa’uld’s body by the tip of its tail and lifting it off the floor. “So they don’t see it.”




The floors here clearly didn’t get swept very often, but still, Dawn figured it had to be more often than every hundred years. There was a little graffiti on the walls, scratched in by inmates who’d had far too much time on their hands, but chances were, if a goa’uld saw what Dawn wrote—the symbols that would show Lee and the others how to get home—it would have them scratched out. The beds were shelves, sticking out from the wall. She looked under and saw that they’d gotten even less cleaning, and there were several, much more elaborate writing had been gouged into the walls there with Linear A.




Fuck the snakes! in one angry hand.




I die free in another. 




Thoth is dead, and we are free was a third.




“This will work,” she said. 




She dug into her satchel and took out the sgraffito tools from her art classes and the coordinates she would copy. Then she got down on the floor and climbed under the bed, twisting herself so she could scratch them right-side-up. Then she paused. Lee didn’t read Linear A. No one but she could (well, and the people of the Minoan civilization, some four thousand years ago.




She ended up drawing the TARDIS first, because both she and Sabrina had talked about it. Then she wrote a message using Egyptian hieroglyphics to transliterate English words. Lee could read hieroglyphs, though his grasp of ancient Egyptian was below basic.




Hi, guys. Long time no see! Look out for Thoth, and once that’s over, here’s your gate code.




Then she wrote the coordinates for Earth in Linear A. Since the walls were made of some soft metal that looked like gold and she had proper steel tools, it took only a little time. When she was done, she put her things away and got up, brushing the dust of the floor off her robe.




“All done!”




They took the survivor, Nekhebet, with them, though he stared at the buildings and the skyline all the way to the TARDIS.




“It’s grown,” he said. “I haven’t been outside of the ha’tak since I was taken.”




“You haven’t even seen the sky?” Dawn asked, appalled.




Nekhebet shook his head. 




“Ahmose cared nothing for such things.”




He really did look like he needed an apron and white clothes and a big oven to pull things out of. Without a goa’uld sitting in his brain, his face looked softer. He had striking honey colored eyes and almost silvery hair in contrast to his coffee dark skin. Dawn wasn’t sure, but she thought he might have more wrinkles at the corners of his eyes than he’d had back in the pyramid ship.




“No one here knows me,” Nekhebet said. 




“As I said, you are welcome to come along,” the Doctor told him.




He was older, Dawn realized. And he was getting older every minute.




“It has been so long,” Nekhebet said. “Since I chose to walk or to look up or to do anything. Yet, without the great one in my head and without the sarcophagus, my life is nearly done. Who will sing the funeral songs and wash my body? Who will pile the stones on my grave?”




Dawn looked up at the Doctor, who had such an expression of compassion and grief, it broke her heart.




“We could take him to the temple,” she suggested.




So it was that they returned to the hill above the tiny fishing village on the northeastern coast of Crete, sometime between fifteen hundred and two thousand BC. Pakees had repaired the damage to the temple caused by rampaging giant squid as best he could. He was fascinated by Nebheket’s looks, though even in the time it took them to travel from Nun to Crete, Nebheket had grown withered and crooked.




“What is the great blueness below the sky?” Nebheket asked, gazing northward at the horizon.




“That?” Pakees asked, surprised. “That’s the sea, the Great Sea in the Middle of the Earth. Haven’t you ever seen it before?”




“No, I have not,” Nebheket said. “But I am glad to see it now, for it is very beautiful.”




Nebheket’s High Minoan sounded a little strange compared to that of the queen’s court, but as far as Pakees was concerned, that only made it Higher Minoan, and he was pleased as punch to be given the care of someone as high and great as Nebheket. Dima, Dawn, and the Doctor stayed for a dinner of seafood, flatbread, and hummus, keeping Pakees and Nebheket company as night fell. Dawn made sure to leave them a gold coin and three pearls so Pakees could buy food for the rest of Nebheket’s life. Then they said their goodbyes and returned to the TARDIS.






“Where the hell were you guys?” John Brant asked when he came in. “I checked twenty minutes ago, and there wasn’t a sign of you.”




“It’s a long story,” Dima said. 




“Can we order pizza?” Dawn asked plaintively. “I wanted some a week ago, and I still haven’t had any.”





The Fields and Woods of Hentzau



Breath mingling with his, skin dewed with sweat, Dawn held as still as she could, keeping the sweet ache of him inside her body. She wanted it to last as long as possible. Dima sat on the edge of the bed, leaning back just a bit, and she straddled him, keeping her weight on the balls of her feet and her balance by holding on to his shoulder.




His lips grazed hers, and she exhaled in a sigh.




“So good,” she whispered.




He kissed her lips, teasing her with his tongue.




“Ride me,” he whispered back. “I know you want to.”




“Not yet,” she answered.




She knew if she started moving, she would keep going until she climaxed, and she didn’t want it to end. She could feel him, so deep inside, he could hold her up without any hands, so big it should have hurt, except she was so wet, there was no friction at all, only the consuming ache of their coupling.




She cupped his face and kissed him, lingering over his lips.




“I love you so much,” she told him.




He ran his hand up her back and kissed her ear. She could feel his lips smile against her skin.




“Then ride me, Dawn,” he whispered. “Fuck me.”




She drew her fingertips across his lips.




“I don’t want it to end,” she told him.




He kissed and then nibbled on her fingertips and then on her lips.




“Ride me until you finish,” he said, “and when you’re done, I’ll put you on your back and fuck you until you scream.”




Her muscles tightened around his cock, almost but not quite reaching the point where she would come.




“Promise?” she asked.




“You have my word,” he answered.




She kissed him again and began moving, raising her hips and lowering them, sliding up and then down the length of his erection. She groaned against his mouth. So hard, so deep, so good. He kept his arm around her waist to help her balance. She kept moving, and it was almost like she was riding—the rhythm, the burn of her thigh muscles, the soft slap of her bottom hitting his thighs—but no ride was as sweet as what Dima gave her. On each downstroke, she felt his full penetration, spreading her open around his cock and impaling her. She arched her back, and he held her, suckling her breasts one at a time. 




It wasn’t enough. She pushed him back until he laid down and she could stretch out along his chest, her weight on her hands and her feet. That was better. She rocked, bringing her hips up and down and also pulling them in and out, the better to feel the incredible rub of his cock inside her. Her conscious mind slipped away from her until she was only her body, moving with instinct against him, kissing and sucking his fingers when he put his thumb against her lips.




It came, and she cried out as the pulses took her over and beat her senseless against his body. She spasmed, and her muscles locked so tight she couldn’t breathe. When they released, Dima’s hand was pressed to her mouth, covering her sobbing. She slowly collapsed on top of him, and he held her against his body for a long moment.




“Are you ready?” he asked.




She managed an inarticulate moan. He held her against him and rolled over, bringing her under him, and the weight of his body gave even more force to his penetration, making her raise her hips against his, whimpering with reaction.




“God, I love watching you come,” he told her. “And I’m going to keep my word. I hope you’re ready.”




He took her hands in one of his, holding them above her head, and began thrusting. He used his free hand to touch her as he kissed her—breast, hip, thigh. Each thrust was more powerful than the last, and as he had her pinned, she couldn’t escape. It didn’t take long for her to start begging him.




“Please, Dima, please.”




“Please what?” 




He loved tormenting her. 




“I c-can’t…”




“Oh, yes, you can,” he answered. “Put your arms around me.”




He let go of her hands, and she brought them up around his chest.




“Now open your eyes,” he ordered. “I want you looking at me when you come.”




She did as he said and drowned in his beautiful blue-grey eyes, losing awareness of the rest of her body as it blurred into one pulsing streak of need.




“Come on,” he urged her. “Come for me, Dawn. Fucking come.”




He didn’t tire, he didn’t slack, and as her body unraveled again and her eyes rolled back in her head, she felt him bury his face against her neck, grunting with each thrust. Her body lifted up, pressed against him, and she felt his hand cover her mouth again, though not tightly enough to keep all the sound she made from escaping. He gasped, groaned, and she knew the moment he’d come, because he sounded like he was in terrible pain, stammering, his voice catching, before he moaned like a broken man dying.




And then they both lay there, entwined, drained, motionless, and the first thing she was aware of, after the sweet weight of his body pressing hers down, was his soft voice in her ear.




“Ich liebe dich so viel.”




They stayed that way until they both had to get up, stumbling to the bathroom to clean and void, and then return to bed. It was Sunday night, and Dawn loved the time afterward even more than the time during, laying twined with Dima as they talked. Those times, they usually spoke German, and they often stayed awake an hour or more.




“Everything set for Saturday night?” Dawn asked.




“Everything I’m responsible for,” Dima answered. “The Jeffersonian was an inspired choice, especially with the Ötzi exhibit. Excellent visibility for the embassy, and Secundus is fascinated by the study of the Neolithic. How is Taekwon doing? If he’s got to finish the apartment and find outfits for the others before they arrive on Wednesday—”




“Summer classes ended last Friday,” Dawn told him, “and fall doesn’t start for two weeks, so he’s throwing himself into this. I actually think he’s a little miffed that he doesn’t get to dress you. I told him you already have a tuxedo.”




Dima groaned. 




“Thank God it’s not white tie and tails,” he said. “I can’t stand how I look in that.”




“What are you talking about?” Dawn asked, raising her head a bit. “You look incredibly handsome in white tie and tails. Just like you do in a tuxedo. Or a suit. Or military fatigues. Have I not told you that you’re incredibly hot?”




He looked up at her, amused and a little curious.




“Am I really?”




She almost cracked a joke but realized he was sincere. She pulled herself up and leaned on his chest. 




“Yes,” she told him, “you really are. I mean, you do know you’re handsome, right?”




He gestured a bit and shrugged.




“My mother always told me I was handsome,” he admitted, “but that’s what mothers do.”




“You…don’t notice the women—and some men—eyeballing you and following you around?” she asked.




“Yes,” he said, “but I assumed that was because of my station and wealth. Everyone around me has always known who I am and understood it was in their best interest to act enamored of me.”




Dawn studied him for a moment and then got to her hands and knees and straddled him, sitting on his hips. 




“You,” she told him, putting a fingertip on his lips, “are a very handsome man, Dima. Not like beefcake calendar handsome, but more like Roman statuary handsome.”




“I hadn’t realized there were different categories,” he said and kissed her finger.




“There are,” she told him. “And honestly, when I first saw you, my thought was ‘aw, crap, a hot, rich guy, and he knows he’s hot and rich.’ ”




“You did not,” he answered, scandalized.




“I did,” she said. “And then there was your reputation, which was only salvaged by everyone agreeing that you might be a complete horn dog, but you weren’t an asshole about it.”




“I’m flattered people think so,” Dima said with a heavy dose of sarcasm.




“You really don’t know you’re handsome,” Dawn said, shaking her head with wonder. “I have always loved drawing your face, Dima, even at the start of the semester. I just felt a little guilty, like I’d borrowed a masterpiece from the museum without permission. Your lips have a very classical fullness and shape to them. Your eyes are a beautiful color, and your lashes are really long and dark and set them off. Your features are even—”




“My forehead is enormous,” he remarked.




She waggled her head from side to side.




“A bit larger than most people’s,” she admitted, “but not enormous. You just have this general expression and the way you hold yourself, you come off as…a little cold? Austere? Maaaaaybe a little stuck up?”




“That’s what you thought when we met?” he asked.




She shrugged a little.




“Then I got to know you,” she said. “And now I can’t imagine ever thinking that of you. There’s nothing cold about you.”




She kissed him, and he kissed her back.




“The first time I met you,” he said after the kiss broke, “I didn’t know what to make of you.”




“Really?” she asked. “I thought I just got written off as the university equivalent of your kid sister.”




His eyebrows went up.




“Ah, no,” he answered. “No, I was fascinated. You weren’t cowed. You didn’t fawn over me.”




“None of us fawned over you,” Dawn pointed out.




“True,” Dima admitted. “And perhaps that’s because you’re all American and were never raised with this idea of immutable social class. But Cole was scared of me, Lee was contemptuous, and Sabrina was so worried about everything else, I don’t know that I registered on her.”




“Oh, you registered,” Dawn told him.




“But you,” he continued, “you were relaxed and open around me. You spoke to me as, not exactly an equal, but as someone who accepted my authority while still being willing to question it.”




“I was kind of obnoxious at the monastery,” she said.




“When I told Hobard what you said, he laughed himself silly,” Dima told her. “Then he asked me, what was I going to do, now that you saw me as a human being and would no doubt inform the others.”




She laughed. Then she remembered something and ducked her head in embarrassment.




“What?” Dima asked.




“Well, ah, um, Sabrina and I had several conversations about men in general and some specific ones,” Dawn told him. “She was pretty sheltered, even when she dated Harvey in high school. And we talked about what our types were, and honestly, Lee was closest to my type, except there was no way in hell I would ever tell him—”




“I had wondered,” Dima remarked.




“—and Sabrina said you were the handsomest man she’d ever met,” she continued, “until she met Tarlenheim. I think a lot of her standards have to do with how close the guy is to Disney prince standards.”




“In which case, Tarlenheim is certainly more handsome than me,” Dima agreed.




“It’s just,” and here, she ducked her head, grinning and blushing. “Ahem. About a week after school started, I had this dream.”




“Oh?” Dima asked, fascinated.




“Mmm.” She nodded and flipped her hair back. “And it was a very, um, sexy dream, being spooned from behind and feeling his hands on me, and then feeling him inside me.”




“It sounds like a lovely dream,” he agreed, running his hands up her thighs.




She bit her lower lip.




“And in the dream, I realized it was you, which I was not expecting,” she continued.




“Really?” Dima’s voice was warm with delight.




“And just as things were getting really, really good,” she told him, “you whispered, ‘oh, Sabrina!’, and I woke up.”




And she had the pleasure of seeing him blush scarlet from his hairline down to his collarbones.




“I would never,” he began. “She’s a very sweet girl, but my interest in her is solely fraternal.”




She giggled until he stopped talking, grabbed her and pulled them over so he could lie on top of her. Then he kissed her.




“I love you, Dima,” she told him.




She’d said it before, many, many times, but since she’d returned from Oxford, it seemed even more important to tell him. More real. As if the difference between what she’d felt before she’d left for Oxford and that moment was at least as great as the difference between when she’d first met him and when she’d told him that she loved him the first time.




“I love you, too,” he told her.




She studied him for a moment, his eyes, his expression, and something occurred to her.




“Dima, do you know that you’re a good person?” she asked.




He looked startled and then shaken.




“You think so?” he asked.




“I know so,” she said, cupping his face in her hand. “I guess no one’s ever told you?”




He looked away for a moment, and when he looked back, there were tears in his eyes.




“Who would there be?” he asked in return. “Talia? God help me, at least I knew enough not to give her opinion of me any credit. Clarimonda has only ever cared if I’ve done my duty to the family. M’s standards have a great deal to do with how effective a person is, but not very much to do with whether they are good or not.”




“What about Hobard?” Dawn asked.




“His worry has always been whether I’m happy and healthy,” Dima said. “Which is not the same. I suppose the closest I might come would be Riley Finn or perhaps John Brant, and while both of them will tell you how close we are, how I’m a good soldier, neither of them have said anything about whether I’m a good person.”




“You are,” Dawn told him. “You’re a very good person. You care. You treat people with kindness. Well, unless they’re Nazis, and I’m okay with that. You’re a good man, Dima, and I love you very much.”




He smiled, and then a shadow passed across his face.




“What?” Dawn asked, concerned.




He exhaled and rolled off her, pulling her back towards him to cuddle.




“Church,” he said.




“Church?” she repeated, unsure what he meant.




“Father Peter has had some choice words for me the past two weeks,” he admitted. “As I’m a new parishioner, he wants to get to know me. He is, of course, very concerned about the state of sin I’m in.”




“The state of sin…what sin?” Dawn asked.




He looked a little startled.




“Us,” he reminded her. “The Catholic Church has always taught that sex should only take place between husband and wife, and it should always be open to procreation. I—and you, though you’re not Catholic, so Father Peter doesn’t really get to advise you—are fornicators, and fornication is considered a mortal sin.”




“So, you go to confession,” Dawn said.




He groaned and pressed his free hand to his eyes, covering them for a moment.




“I forget,” he said. “Not only are you not Catholic, you weren’t raised in any church. Confession is the sacrament which restores us to proper relationship with God, but it means nothing if we don’t repent our sins. You can’t repent if you plan on going home and sinning twice before dinner and two or three times after as well.”




“So, according to Father Peter, you’re a sinner?” Dawn asked, confused. “I thought, technically, we’re all sinners.”




“All ‘sin’ means is to err, to make a mistake,” he told her. “As we are human and imperfect, we inevitably make mistakes. We sin. Confession and penance are how we bring ourselves back into proper relation with God. Currently, I’m sinning over and over and over again with no interest in stopping, and for a Christian, that’s a very serious matter.”




She sat up, concerned.




“This is really bugging you.”




He shrugged a little.




“I’ve discussed it with Father Peter,” he admitted. “I won’t lie to him. I just…don’t feel any sense that I’m doing something wrong when I’m with you, Dawn. As far as I’m concerned, it’s the purest form of love I’ve ever experienced. If anything, I feel closer to God, not further away. But, I can’t take Communion, and—according to the church—if I were to die in this state, my immortal soul would be in grave danger of eternal damnation.”




She studied his face. He really was bothered by this.




“But, it doesn’t bother you that Cole is gay,” she pointed out. “So’s Charles Wallace and John for that matter.”




“John is not gay,” he told her. “As John explained to me, he’s attracted to the player, not the ball they bring to the game.”




“Oh. But still.”




“But still,” he agreed. “And I can look at church doctrine on homosexuality—and masturbation, too, for that matter—and see that it is a mortal interpretation filtered through the lenses of cultural and political biases, reinforced by ignorance not divine wisdom. I know that…what John and I shared helped me recover from what had been done to me on my eighteenth birthday.”




It was the closest he’d come to talking about the days he’d spent with John on a Philippine island. And he still shied away from using the word rape.




“Even then,” he continued, “I could honestly tell my priest that I had no intention of ever doing such a thing again, do my penance, and continue being a good Catholic.”




“But you and John didn’t do anything wrong,” Dawn protested.




“I know,” he agreed. “Just as I know I’m not doing anything wrong now, but I can’t reconcile it with what’s expected of me as a Catholic.”




“What about your parents?” Dawn asked.




“What about them?” He looked up at her, confused.




“Come on, Dima,” she said. “Your father dated your mother for over a year when he was at the embassy and she was going to college. There are all those stories that everyone figured Hentzau would marry the Princess Royal. Didn’t Mrs. Washington say that Greta rented the other penthouse apartment while she was going to school? Do you really think your parents held off on sex until they were engaged, let alone married?”




Dima paused, open mouthed, and then shrugged.




“I’m sure they didn’t,” he answered. “But the priests—at least the priests I knew in Ruritania—always made allowances for betrothals and understandings.”




He fell silent, rubbing his thumb against the duvet.




“It’s not the first time I wished I could ask my father something,” he admitted. “God, I miss him.”




“Do you…want to stop having sex?” Dawn asked with more than a little trepidation. 




“Good God, no!”




He looked absolutely horrified. He sat up and looked her in the eye.




“Dawn, maybe I haven’t stressed this enough, but I love you. I love being with you.”




He took her hand and placed his hand, open palm, against hers. Then he pulled her towards him, into a long and lingering kiss. When it broke, he used his free hand to pull strands of hair away from her face.




“When I’m with you,” he told her. “I am more myself than any other time. I feel whole and true. And I don’t mean just when we’re making love, but all the other times as well, especially like now. But when we are making love, when I’m inside you, and I can feel your love like a physical thing, like sunlight or rain…that’s when…”




He took a breath and looked up for a moment, summoning something.




“That’s when everything is whole and perfect, and so am I,” he said, taking her hand and kissing the palm. “Maybe I am damning my soul by my own hand, but if that is sin, so be it. I’ll keep sinning so long as you’ll have me.”




“Or I could make an honest man out of you and marry you,” Dawn joked.




The look he gave her stopped her breath, and after a moment, he glanced away and cleared his throat.




“Don’t tease,” he told her, looking back at her. “I do still bite.”






“Angela?” Dawn called, bringing a skull to her.




“Yeah, what’s up?” 




Angela looked up from the tablet she used to program the holographic display.




“This skull had its upper left canine removed post-mortem,” Dawn said. “Look. The osteological report doesn’t say anything about it, and it’s the second one like it I’ve found.”




Angela turned very solemn.




“That was Zack,” she said.




“Doctor Addy?” Dawn asked. “I’ve heard Hodgins mention that he visits him every now and then. He removed the skulls’ canines?”




Angela took the skull and held it, regarding it as Hamlet has once regarded Yorick. 




“Zack was groomed by this serial killer, Gormogon,” Angela explained. “He…he helped kill a man, Ray Porter, for Gormogon, to prove he was worthy of being his apprentice. Gormogon booby-trapped a piece of evidence, and it probably would have killed Hodgins, but Zack took the damage instead. When he was in the hospital, Seeley and Temperance figured out it was him. It was pretty traumatic for everyone.”




“What happened?” Dawn asked.




“They found Gormogon, and Seeley ended up shooting and killing him,” Angela explained. “Zack was committed to a mental health facility. I used to go visit him before Michael Vincent was born. Now Hodgins is the only one who goes.”




“So, Doctor Addy was insane?” Dawn asked. “The whole time?”




“Ah, no,” Angela corrected her. “Zack’s completely sane. It’s just that we all knew he’d never last in prison. So the prosecutor pulled some strings.”




“Wait,” Dawn said, reviewing what she remembered of the Sorores in Mortuis prophesy. “He’s a sane man in an asylum?”




“I guess you could put it that way,” Angela said. “What?”




“I need to make a call,” Dawn told her.




“After you return the skull,” Angela reminded her. “And then take a long lunch. I get that you want to make up your hours, but I don’t want you making three days up in two days. Go.”




But on her way out, Doctor Saroyan caught her.




“Dawn, I need a moment,” she called.




“Uh, sure,” Dawn answered, changing directions. “Only I’m meeting Dima in the lobby in a few minutes.”




In Doctor Saroyan’s office, Doctor Goodman and Booth waited.




“Dawn,” Booth said, holding something out to her, “have you seen this man at the Jeffersonian?”




Dawn took the picture and studied it.




“Sure,” she said. “This is Doctor Sayad.”




Goodman exhaled and looked away, aggravated.




“What?”




“When did you last see Doctor Sayad?” he asked.




“Down in deep storage,” Dawn said. “Two weeks ago. He was…it was kind of strange. He’d been standing there so long, the lights had gone out. He’d taken out a Mesopotamian necklace and put it on.”




“You didn’t think to mention this to anyone?” Doctor Saroyan asked.




“He, uh, he seemed kind of embarrassed and asked me not to,” Dawn answered.




“And have you seen this man?” Booth asked her, holding out another picture.




She took it.




“This is Dr. Sayad too,” she said, frowning in confusion. 




Then she looked back at the photo.




“Wait.”




It was Dr. Sayad. She was sure of it. But it was not the same man as the last picture she’d looked at. Seeing her confusion, the security chief held out the first picture to her again. It was also Dr. Sayad. Except they were two different men. At first glance, they looked almost identical, but on comparison, Dawn could see where their features diverged. If they had the same hairstyle and wore the same clothes, she could see where they’d be almost interchangeable.




“I don’t understand,” she said.




“This one,” Booth said, tapping the first picture, “is Doctor Rashid Sayad, an expert in Mesopotamian archeology. This one,” and he tapped the second picture, “is Doctor Rafik Sayad, a microbiologist.”




“They’re both Doctor Sayad?” Dawn asked.




“Worse than that,” Doctor Goodman told her. “They’re cousins. Rafik Sayad was denied entry to the US due to some unsavory connections. We believe that Rafik came here, either before or after his cousin, and is impersonating him at the Jeffersonian.”




“Why would he do that?” Dawn asked. “I mean, from what I’ve heard his employees complain about, he hates everything to do with archeology, Mesopotamia, and the Jeffersonian.”




“What would a microbiologist with ties to Middle Eastern extremists want with access to one of the largest stores of antiquities and archeological finds in the world?” Doctor Saroyan asked back. “Especially objects from the days prior to antibiotics, especially fomites from regions and time periods that suffered from anthrax and smallpox?”




Dawn felt the blood drain from her face.




“We don’t know if that’s his aim,” Doctor Goodman said, “but the FBI will have a presence here until he’s apprehended. That goes for the original Doctor Sayad as well. We have no idea if he’s complicit in his cousin’s activities, but we need to talk to him. You see either, you let Doctor Saroyan or Agent Booth know immediately.”




“Of course,” Dawn agreed.




“And this isn’t to be spoken of outside these offices,” Doctor Saroyan said. “The last thing we need is a panic.”




“I understand,” Dawn answered.




Except she had every intention of telling John and Dima, since the good (?) Doctor Sayad had been wearing the necklace with the jade pendant and knew it was good to prevent or cure possessions. And what the heck was going on with that anyways? Dawn felt like she was looking at jigsaw puzzle pieces which came from three different boxes, all of them different, but she was still supposed to put them together.






All of that was put aside when she reached the lobby and realized that not only were Dima and John there, but Sabrina, Cole, Lee, and Lee’s best friend, Sally Kimball. There was much squealing and hugging and ‘oh my god!’ as Dawn greeted them. Cole, Sabrina, and Lee were all more tanned than they had been before leaving Strelsau. All of them were skinnier, and they were all wearing new clothes and shoes.




“Where’s Salem?” Dawn asked Sabrina.




“Here, wench,” Salem said from Cole’s shoulder.




“I can’t believe they let you in here,” Dawn said. 




“I didn’t give them a chance to say no,” Salem answered.




But for all his acerbity, he allowed Dawn to give him scritches behind his ears and under his chin, and purred loudly.




“I missed you guys!” Dawn declared.




“Missed you too,” Lee said. “It was a relief to see your handwriting on the wall.”




“And it worked, too!” Cole said.




“That was so weird,” Sabrina told her, eyes wide with amazement. “I saw what you put there, and it had been there for ages! Dima said you went back in time?”




“It was kind of a strategy thing,” Dawn explained. “You guys were already back, which meant you’d found the information you needed, which meant that we had to go back before you found it and put it there.”




“Causality logic,” Lee said, grinning. “Nice.”




“Time travel, magic,” Sally Kimball said. “Sounds like there’s a lot more to the universe than my little corner of it.”




“Excuse me,” Lee answered, “your little corner of the universe is pretty frickin’ big. You’ll excuse us for keeping this to ourselves.”




Dawn looked around and saw her circle of friends, all in one piece, all smiling, and felt a kind of relief she hadn’t experienced since the end of the Battle of Sunnydale, and then, her relief had been tinged with the knowledge that Anya and several of the new Slayers had died. Here and now, everyone was whole. Everyone was happy. Whatever enemies they had, they were miles and miles away. She hugged Sabrina again in sheer gladness.






Dima took them to the La Coupole, Wyatt Gordon’s restaurant, where a private room had been reserved for them, and Gordon came out to see them. While he and Dima chatted, Dawn hissed at Lee.




“Do you have your satchel?” she asked.




Sabrina had made everyone their own satchel at the end of the term, but Dawn was the only one of them who habitually carried hers. 




“Yeah,” Lee answered.




“Here.”




She reached into her own satchel and pulled out the score for Smetana’s Má Vlast and handed it to him, making motions that he should put it away. He did, but not before glancing at it, seeing the title and age of the thick document, and thumbing through the pages until near the end. His eyebrows shot up.




“Are you fucking kidding me?” he squeaked.




“Put! It! Away!” she hissed, gesturing at him.




He flipped his satchel open and slid it in, then looked back up at her, openly curious.




“Dima’s birthday is on Friday,” she explained. “I picked that up for him.”




“Because all good girlfriends find a lost movement from a major orchestral work for their boyfriends’ birthdays,” Lee said, his lip crooked in a smile.




“Later,” Dawn said. “I need your help to make it even better, okay?”




He considered for a moment and then nodded. “Yeah, okay.”




Lunch went very well, and Dawn’s worries about not being able to leave work early were dismissed by everyone else.




“Seriously, you think we can’t wander the Jeffersonian’s Museum Of Natural History for a few hours and entertain ourselves?” Lee asked.




“I was really digging the blue whale skeleton,” Cole said. 




“And there’s a whole section on human evolution,” Sally added. “Seriously, your man goes back to his job. You do your thing. We wander the museum in our roles as happy campers. It all works out.”




Which was a relief, and it also meant she’d have a chance to introduce her friends to Angela and Hodgins before the birthday party on Friday. After lunch, they gathered in front of the restaurant, waiting for the valet to bring Dima’s new SUV around. He’d finally gotten it when it was clear that he needed more seats than his father’s deuce coupe could provide. 




“So, wait,” Sabrina said, “we hate Talia now? I mean, it’s not like I was a fan, but…”




“Didn’t I tell you?” Lee asked. “It’s all over the gossip circuits for Ruritania and European nobility. Dawn here beat the crap out of Talia in a fight in the Ruritanian embassy. Former Grand Duchess and tsarevna had to hightail it out for some corrective dental surgery. The pictures I saw were great.”




Sabrina looked startled. Cole looked concerned.




“Okay, so, Talia threw the first punch,” Dawn said. “And I didn’t beat her. It was more of a draw. Of course, if she ever lays a finger on Dima again, I will kill her.”




“Lays a finger on Dima?” Sabrina asked, turning worried. “What happened? Dima?”




And Dawn could have kicked herself for touching on the very topic that Dima still struggled to cope with. She winced and covered her eyes.




“Yeah, maybe we could just skip that for a later explanation,” she started.




Dima put his hand on her back. 




“It’s all right,” he told her and kissed her temple.




Eyebrows went up all around, and none of them were used to Dawn and Dima as a couple or as Dima being the more demonstrative of them.




“You know what,” Sally said, “there’s a really fascinating plant over there. I’m just going to wander over and see if I can figure out what genus it is.”




“It’s jasmine,” Lee said, looking at her askance. “It’s in the olive family. You know that.”




Sally sighed.




“Remember those social cues we talked about, buddy?” she asked.




“Yeah? Why?”




“Boy genius, folks,” Sally said, pointing at Lee.




“It’s all right,” Dima said again. “And Sally, you’re welcome to stay. You’re Lee’s best friend, which means you are our friend as well.”




Dawn relaxed a little, glad Sally’s diversion had given them enough room to ignore Dawn’s comment.




“I would have told all of you later this evening, as it’s clear Talia and her siblings are working against me and may, in fact, try to harm Dawn,” Dima said. “It isn’t just that I successfully annulled the betrothal and put Saint Dreux outside of her father’s grasp.”




Dawn looked up at him, aware that he was bracing himself.




“When I was fourteen,” he said, “Talia raped me, multiple times. She continued her abuse even when I was older. But, I’m free of her, and it’s over.”




Sabrina gasped in dismay and covered her mouth with both hands. Both Lee and Cole looked shocked. John stood so stoically, Dawn had to guess that Dima had told him earlier. Sally cursed and looked away.




“It was when you had those migraines, wasn’t it?” Lee asked. 




Dima nodded.




“Shit,” Lee swore under his breath. “I figured something was going on, but I didn’t know it was that bad. Dima, I’m sorry. I would have stepped in earlier, if I’d known.”




“You did step in,” Dima reminded him. “The very first time I had a migraine after you’d arrived. You, Dawn, Cole, and Sabrina came into the library and chased Talia off. If you hadn’t, she would have done the same to me as she’d done a dozen other times. That was, by the way, the last time she even got close.”




Sabrina threw herself on him and hugged him as tight as she could, her face buried against his chest.




“I’m so sorry, Dima.”




He hugged her back and smoothed her hair down. 




“It’s all right, Sabrina,” he told her. “She can’t hurt me any more.”




“Ha!” Sabrina exclaimed. “Just you wait. She tries anything, and I’ll turn her into a pineapple and use her for fruit salad!”




Cole looked down at her and then back up at Dima.




“Yeah, I was gonna say something all tough guy and threatening,” he said, “but I think Sabrina’s got it covered.”




“Car’s here!” Sally announced.




After everyone had climbed in, Dawn, sitting in the front passenger seat, took Dima’s hand between her two.




“You’re brave, too,” she told him, pitching her voice low while John and Sally amiably argued about the best intramural sport.




“It wasn’t nearly as bad as I’d feared it might be,” he admitted.




He cupped her cheek, leaned over, and kissed her. It lasted long enough for the exasperated driver behind them to honk his horn.






Late that evening, while everyone relaxed in the living room, Lee played the piano, Taekwon charmed Sabrina, and Cole and John started a game of chess, Dawn slipped out onto the terrace with her cell phone. 




“Everything’s good?” she asked.




It was late there in DC, which meant it was the middle of the night for Oxfordshire, but that meant Gables could talk while the rest of the house slept.




“All is well,” Gables answered. “Dill loves his new school. His teachers adore him, though, they have expressed some concern about his ability to climb up onto the roof and his willingness to teach others. The play castle is built, and today, he fought most of the War of Roses on it with the help of several new friends. Mrs. Wickham is comfortable and doing better. I believe she’s even put a little weight on.”




“I’m so glad,” Dawn said. “You’ll keep me posted?”




“Of course,” Gables answered. “Do you mind if I ask how Master Dmitri is? I know his birthday is in a few days.”




“He’s going to have the best birthday party of his life,” Dawn told him. “We’re making it a block party. There’s going to be food trucks, bouncy houses, even a petting zoo. The whole building is turning it into a thing. Live music, contests. I’m going to work early on Friday so I can come back before lunch. Dima’s taking the whole day off.”




“I’m glad to hear it,” Gables said. 




“I’ll send you pictures,” she offered.




There was a pause, and when Gables spoke again, his voice was wistful.




“I would like that very much, Lady Dawn,” he said. “I haven’t seen Master Dmitri since he was eight years old.”




“Well, he got bigger.”




“I should hope so.”




After she made her goodbyes, a text message came up. She opened it and found a picture of Dill with two boys and a girl, each of them kitted out with cardboard breastplates, newspaper hats, and cardboard roll swords. Dill’s piratical grin outshone the others by several magnitudes.




Dawn swallowed back the tears threatening. She wanted to tell Dima more than anything. If she couldn’t tell him, she wanted to tell someone who would understand how important it was—Sabrina or John or someone. But if she couldn’t tell Dima, then she shouldn’t tell anyone else.




“Kwark!”




His Majesty came in at a steep bank, steered himself to a stall, and dropped lightly onto the glass barrier near her shoulder.




“Dawn!”




“Hi,” Dawn greeted him. 




She found the supply of peanuts and put several out for him. He muttered and chuckled to himself as he efficiently separated the hull from the nut inside and swallowed the nut.




“Do you want to see something?” she asked.




She held the phone up where he could see the image and looked around to make sure no one could see or overhear her.




“This is Demetrius William Rassendyll Wickham,” she told His Majesty. “He’s Dima’s son. Dima doesn’t know about him. I can’t tell anyone about him, because Sycorax could find out, and if she did…”




“Sycorax!” His Majesty agreed.




The enormous crow cocked his head one way and then another, looking at the picture from each eye. He flapped his wings, fluffing up his feathers, and then tucked them away again.




“He goes by Dill,” Dawn explained, “and he turned five in March, and he’s the most wonderful little boy you’ll ever meet.”




She swallowed again, fighting back tears.




“Dill! Dima!” His Majesty croaked.




She nodded.




“Dill!”




“And the worst part is,” she explained, “I can’t tell anyone. He’s the most wonderful little boy ever, and I can’t tell anyone. But Gables came out from Paris to take care of him, so he’s going to be okay until I can tell Dima, and Dima can adopt him.”




“Where?!” His Majesty demanded. “Dill where?!”




“It’s this little town south of Oxford, on the Thames, called Sandford-on-Thames,” she explained.




Then she looked up, a little frightened, and looked at His Majesty.




“You just asked me a question,” she said. “You asked me where Dill is.”




“Dill!” His Majesty agreed. “Son Dima. Dima. Son Alexi.”




“How do you…” she started.




He made a noise like a dog growling, deep and guttural.




“Sycorax,” he squawked and flapped his wings several times. “Sycorax death. Kills. Kills Alexi. Kills Greta.”




“Dima!” Dawn yelled. “Dima, come quick!”




“Alexi,” the crow king croaked again. “Alexi-Dima-Dill.”




“Who are you?” Dawn asked. “Hodgins said the bead strap was at least three hundred years old, but there was no wear on it. Are you a shaman? Were you there when Dima’s parents were killed?”




“Croaking!” His Majesty cried. “Kaaaw! Kaaaaw!”




“Dawn, are you all right?” Sabrina called, peeking out from the living room.




“Get Dima!” Dawn told her. Then she turned back to His Majesty. “Do you know what’s going on? Who are you? What’s your name?”




“Sycorax death,” it said. 




It fluffed itself again.




“Dill! Ox-ford-shire! Sand-ford-on-Thames!” the Crow King yelled. “Dill!”




He flapped his wings again, and crows began to arrive, taking up his call, but in the crow way, their mispronunciation turned it into a terrifying gobble-de-gook chant starting with “kill!” or “gill!” as often as “Dill!” and turning into a warbled, gurgling mess. Except, as she listened, she could feel the core information stayed whole. The crows knew they were going to a far away place, seeking a boy, and they were seeking that boy in order to protect him.




“Who are you?” Dawn begged him.




“Croaking!” His Majesty answered at full volume. “Dill! Dima! Alexi! Croaking! Alexi! Croaking!”




Croaking. 




Crow King!




He was talking about himself.




His Majesty took to the air, and hundreds followed him. Dawn covered her head with her arms as the flock lifted into the air around her.




“Dawn!” Dima yelled. 




He joined her, protecting her from the beating wings for the last few moments of their ascent, and she looked up from the shelter of his arms, knowing it was a hopeless idea to track which direction His Majesty had gone.




“I don’t understand,” she said.




“What just happened?” Dima asked her.




“I don’t know,” she cried. “I don’t understand!”






“You ready?” Angela asked.




“It’s not ten yet,” Dawn protested.




“Jack’s already there, and Temperance and Seeley are ready to go,” Angela told her. “If we don’t go now, we’ll have to wait for Cam, and I’m not waiting for Cam.”




Dawn blinked in surprise. It was agreed upon by the entire office that with her adopted daughter away at college, Doctor Saroyan had the least life of any of them and happily stayed at the office to deal with all the details that came with running the lab. 




It took nearly five minutes to find parking, since half the parking lot for the building had been taken over.




“Hey, it’s like a carnival,” Booth said, leaning against the door. “You do this, Dawn?”




“Nope,” Dawn said, shaking her head. “I suggested it. Taekwon and the others did all the heavy lifting while I was at work.”




“It does appear to be very festive,” Doctor Brennan commented. 




Since there was no good way to keep the rest of the neighborhood out, they’d decided to make it big enough for everyone to enjoy, and it had taken a few calls to get the permits pushed through. One side of the street had multiple food trucks. Cajun food, hot dogs, pizza, sandwiches, fried chicken and waffles, tacos, and seafood . Between the building and the parking lot, they’d erected a stand for live music. Currently, there was a bluegrass band playing. There were two bouncy houses for the kids—one with a ball pit and a trampoline and another two story house with a water slide and wading pool. The parking lot had been taken over by a petting zoo with rabbits, chickens, goats, a pig, several miniature horses, two alpaca, and a horse.




“No petting zoo,” Booth said to Brennan.




“I’m pregnant,” Brennan said agreeably. “It’s in my and the baby’s best interest to avoid novel pathogens.”




“We’ll get you a comfortable chair near the action,” Angela said. “Let me go find Hodgins and Michael Vincent.”




Dawn followed Angela through the crowd. There were far more than just the residents of the building there. People had brought their dogs, kids in strollers, older kids running amok. Dawn started to worry a bit at how dense the crowd was when she noticed a police officer in shorts and a polo shirt with an earpiece tucked into his ear and a walkie-talkie on his belt. Once she spotted him, she looked and saw two others, both female. One was the older woman who’d shown up at the apartment late one evening to make sure Dawn wasn’t being murdered. Dawn managed a smile and a wave, and the woman nodded at her.




Angela found Hodgins and their son over at the petting zoo.




“Really, Jack?” Angela asked. “He’s six months old. He’s not even sure what a chicken is yet.”




“Early exposure to livestock dander is shown to decrease the occurrence of asthma in later childhood,” Hodgins explained. 




He carried Michael Vincent against his chest, facing out, and Michael Vincent watched all the movement around him, utterly entranced. 




“That’s if you’re Amish,” Angela pointed out.




Lee came over.




“Hey, you’re here.” He smiled. “Awesome. We’re kidnapping Dima at one thirty for the other part of his birthday party.”




“Which is?” she asked.




He pointed a finger at her and wagged it a couple of times. 




“All good things come to those who wait.”




She sighed and shrugged. 




“Just let me know, okay?”




She found Sabrina, and they wandered through the party.




“How are you?” Dawn asked.




“Glad to be back on Earth,” Sabrina admitted.




“Which you’re not allowed to leave again,” Salem told her.




He leaned down, putting a paw on her chest, and she gave him scritches until he started purring.




“I think Lee needs a little extra time to recover,” she said.




“Why?” Dawn asked. “He looks okay.”




Sabrina grimaced.




“They didn’t tell you? One of those goa’uld things took him over at the start of this,” Sabrina said.




“What?” 




Dawn stopped and looked at her, appalled.




“But, we saw one of those things when we went to Nun to leave the coordinates,” she told Sabrina. “And we saw what happened to the poor guy it left behind. Are you seriously telling me that Lee had one of those things in his head?”




“For over a week,” Sabrina said, and her expression told Dawn all she needed to know about the circumstances. “Actually closer to two weeks. It called itself Thoth, and—”




“Thoth?” Dawn repeated. “But that’s the one the Doctor talked about. He said he’d make sure Thoth couldn’t mess with humanity anymore.”




“Good,” Sabrina said. “Thoth made it off world in another body, so no one knows what he looks like. Lee’s mom was ticked.”




“Wait, Lee’s Mom?” Dawn asked.




Sabrina paused.




“Um, so, yeah, there was a lot going on,” she admitted, “and we should probably sit down and tell you and Dima all about it. It’s just…Some of it was kind of bad.”




Dawn studied her for a moment and then hugged her.




“I’m sorry,” Dawn said. “You know I’m here for you, right? Whatever you need.”




Sabrina nodded. 




“I need a vodka martini, wench,” Salem said. 




“You’re on your own, cat,” Dawn replied. “Come on, let’s find Dima.”




Dima was on the playground, talking with some of the children. The boys between seven and twelve had gravitated to him as he pulled out a folding knife and showed them how to whittle a branch.




“Always hold the blade facing away from you,” he explained, shaving a curl of bark from the stick. “And remember, a dull blade is a dangerous blade. You shouldn’t have to work at it.”




He demonstrated several strokes and then gave the stick to one of the boys and showed him how to hold it and then the knife. When the boy’s efforts were a bit wobbly, Dima simply put his hands on top of the boy’s and guided him. 




“There you are,” he said when the boy had carved a strip off. “Nicely done.”




“Jackson Aiden,” a woman shouted, pushing her way through the other boys, “you come right back here!”




Jackson was one of the younger boys riveted by Dima’s demonstration, and while he heard his mother and looked, he didn’t move.




“Jackson, now!” his mother ordered. “That taco truck is leaving, and you said you wanted tacos.”




“He’s welcome to stay,” Dima said, looking up.




“Can I stay?” Jackson asked. “He’s doing something really cool.”




“What is that?” the woman demanded. “Is that a knife? Oh my god, are you using a knife around children?”




Dawn rolled her eyes. Her grandfather had taught her how to whittle when she was in kindergarten, and her father had reviewed knife safety every time they went camping. Being old enough to handle a knife as a tool was practically a rite of passage. 




“Please don’t be alarmed,” Dima told her. “It’s perfectly safe. I was merely showing Jackson and the others how to whittle. I would never leave them unsupervised.”




He put his hand on Jackson’s shoulder, and the boy looked up at him, grateful.




“Don’t you touch my child!” 




She grabbed her son by the older shoulder and forcibly pulled him towards her. Shocked, it took Dima a moment to recover. He closed his folding knife and put it in his pocket. Her volume and the note of outrage in her voice had caused others to look over at them.




“I beg your pardon,” Dima said, and Dawn could tell by the edge to his voice that he was seriously offended. “Perhaps you would be more comfortable in a less crowded environment.”




“Mr. Hentzau,” Mrs. Washington said, arriving like a genie summoned from its lamp, “this is the woman I told you about. She’s not one of the residents, but she likes to bring her boy to the playground and walk her dog around here without picking up after it.”




“I see,” Dima said, and his voice cooled another twenty degrees. “Madame, you are not welcome on this property. Your child may visit at his leisure, supervised by another adult. If you choose to come here again, you will be cited for trespassing.”




“Don’t you dare speak to me that way,” the woman answered. “I’m friends with the property owner, and if I tell him to fire you, he will.”




“He is the property owner, you idiot,” Dawn snapped, losing the last of her patience.




“Ma’am,” Mrs. Washington said in a voice as dry as the Gobi desert, “may I present His Illustrious Highness, Count of and from Hentzau, Knight of the Order of the Raven, the Order of the Pear Tree, and the Order of the Blue Rose, chief attaché for cultural and charitable works for the Ruritanian embassy, Rupert Alexander Wilhelm Dmitri? He owns this entire property, all the land, the building, and a lot more beside.”




For a moment, Dawn thought the woman in question would realize her bluff had been called and she was outmaneuvered and outnumbered. Other adults were starting to drift towards the knot of people, and the boys were leaving. They were the center of attention. Lee came up next to Sabrina and studied the woman with cool eyes.




“I would think someone as important as that would have better things to do with his time than to play with little boys,” she said. “Unless that’s the sort of thing he’s into.”




A hush fell, and Dima changed his stance, narrowing his eyes. Dawn held her breath.




“What does she mean?” he asked, glancing at her and Mrs. Washington.




It was the first time in a year of knowing him that Dawn had seen him completely fail to grasp the implications of what someone said, regardless of the language. She could only chalk it up to utter disbelief that someone would say that to him.




“Oh, you stupid woman,” Mrs. Washington breathed. 




“She’s implying, Dima,” Lee said, “that you’re spending time with the kids here in order to groom them for later sexual molestation.”




Dima looked back at the woman, who met his gaze with proud eyes. She didn’t deny it.




“I’ve killed men for less than that,” he said softly.




And the first hint that she might have bitten off more than she could chew appeared in her face. She uncrossed her arms and stepped back, wobbly on her impossibly high heels. John showed up, and his expression was unreadable, but his stance told Dawn that he was ready to throw down. Instead, Lee stepped in between Dima and the woman.




“I’m going to explain this using small words so you can understand,” he said in a friendly voice with a disarming smile, “you fucking moron.” 




The woman stiffened and tried to look outraged, but Lee’s voice cut across whatever she drew herself up to say.




“It’s called Defamation of Character, and there are more than a dozen witnesses,” he continued. “That’s when you already have a history of lying, taking advantage of his generosity, and stealing.”




Dawn blinked.




“You put three bottles of soda in your purse for later,” he pointed out. “You drove here in your cut rate little BMW, the cheapest one you could lease, and you’re going to drive it back to your over-mortgaged house to your ‘crafts room’ where you can scrapbook your life the way it’s supposed to be and Instagram and Facebook all your tiny, pathetic complaints about the world, and tell yourself your husband is just a great big sports fan when what he’s really doing is whacking off to incest porn in the ‘man cave’ because he can’t stand looking at you anymore.”




Dawn looked at him in growing horror and admiration.




“And,” Lee continued, his voice hypnotically soft, “it might occur to you that you can go on your social media and trash someone who’s your superior in every fucking way so you can feel better about how this day went, but I promise you, Wendy, if you type one word, there isn’t a court in this world that won’t hand him all your worldly possessions after he files suit against you. So just go home, have a couple of glasses of that Riesling you like so much, and flush it down the memory hole.”




He stepped back so she could see Hentzau standing behind him. Given a few precious moments to collect himself, Dima was no longer livid with rage. He was icy. His fists were clenched. Dawn stepped close to him and put a hand on his arm. 




“Dima,” she whispered, “look at the boy. He’s terrified.”




He looked down, saw what she was talking about, and then looked back up.




“Put the bottles on the ground, thief,” he said in a near whisper. “Then leave. Never step foot on my property or speak to me ever again. If you ever repeat what you said to me, I will destroy you.”




She could feel him shake.




“Mrs. Washington,” Dawn said softly, “why don’t you walk Ms—”




“Crowder,” Lee said. “Her name is Wendy Crowder. Do you want her address?”




The woman turned pale.




“Why don’t you walk Mrs. Crowder to her car,” Dawn finished. “And make sure she gets off safely.”




“I’d be delighted to,” Mrs. Washington said.




“I think I’ll help out,” Lee said, and joined her. “As soon as she put the bottles she stole back.”




The woman numbly took three bottles out of her purse and dropped them on the ground, took her son by the arm, and pushed her way out of the crowd, Mrs. Washington and Lee flanking her. Dawn looked up at Dima, trying to gauge his mood.




“Come on, man,” John said. “Walk it off.”




Dima looked down at her.




“People just…say things like that?” he asked her.




“No,” she told him. “That was an incredibly stupid and vile thing for her to say. I guess she’s used to getting her way and just turns up the awful to scare people off. This time it backfired on her.”




He stared after the woman, shaking his head in disbelief.




“That kind of accusation,” he said, “in Ruritania, I could have killed her, and no one would have questioned my right.”




“And what about her little boy, Dima?” she asked him. 




“I wouldn’t have done it in front of him,” he answered.




“No,” she said, “what about the little boy who has to grow up without his mother? And her husband, who just lost his wife? And all her other family members and friends?”




“By law, I would be responsible for the boy,” Dima told her, “and I would ensure he had everything he needed.”




“Except for his mother,” Dawn reminded him. 




She saw a flare of annoyance in his expression and let it drop. John walked with him over to the taco truck, which showed no sign of leaving, and stood in line with him. Dawn watched, wondering.




“Are you okay?” Sabrina asked, worried.




“He really would,” Dawn said, feeling the weight of that knowledge settle on her. “He’d destroy that woman for what she said, for a moment’s stupidity.”




“That looked more like a lifetime,” Sabrina told her.




“He’d do it,” Dawn repeated, “and maybe he might try to minimize the damage to that little boy, but even if he didn’t kill his mother, he’d still ruin her.”




Whoever Wendy Crowder was, she wasn’t in the same league as Alexander Romanov or Sycorax or any of the other people they’d tangled with since she’d gone to Strelsau. Dawn had killed Agnes von Holofernes, and the whole thing had spun her off into a spiral of despair that hadn’t ended until well after the people of the Gimareh had lynched her. She’d also been responsible for the deaths of a Klingon warrior and a London dockhand, but those had been in combat. 




Dima had killed, and he’d done it outside of combat. She suddenly felt the horror that House had tried to relay to her when he mentioned that Dima had killed two men who’d come in to rape her. Dima killed to protect his loved ones, the ones under his protection, and to protect his own standing in Ruritanian society, and he did the last because if the Holofernes and the Romanov families and the other predators of Strelsau aristocracy didn’t believe he would kill to defend himself, they would attack him without mercy.




Not to mention Dima’s sense of being responsible for righting wrongs and punishing the condemned. Sure, punching Nazis made perfect sense, and she couldn’t think of a complaint in that regard, but what if the Nazis hadn’t started the fight? Dima had been ready to throw a punch anyways. And what if it had been someone slightly less vile than Nazis? Like those idiot people who carried “God Hates Fags” signs to funerals. Again, it was less the individuals who provoked violence than it was the people connected to them who suffered because of it. And maybe it was the individuals, at least a little. Regular people didn’t have Slayer healing powers or magical potions or obscene amounts of wealth to pay medical bills.




And what about the collateral damage? Agnes had hated her and all the Ducklings because Dima had killed her cousin in a duel. Now that she was dead—and so was her mother, Dawn remembered—who else was going to pick up that hatred like a banner and carry it forward? How many people did one violent episode touch? How many were left with reason to hate Dima? And how often was that reason valid?




“Dawn, are you okay?” Sabrina asked for a second time.




“Sitting would be good,” Dawn managed.




They found a picnic table and sat. Lee and Mrs. Washington returned first.




“You figured all that stuff out just by looking at her watch, her shoes, and her purse?” Mrs. Washington asked.




“Some of it,” Lee replied. “Some of it was probability and demographics. Plus, her keychain was on her purse, and of course, she had to have a BMW emblem, because why own a BMW if no one knows you own a BMW?”




When John and Dima rejoined them, it was with several trays full of tacos.




“When upset,” John said, “buy all the food and give it to your friends.”




Dima took a seat next to her and put a bottle Diet Coke in front of her.




“In that case,” Lee said, “I know some really tacky jokes involving dead babies.”




Mrs. Washington gave him a look, and it turned out that even Lee knew better than to dig his own grave deeper.




“Are you all right?” Dima asked her in a soft voice.




She nodded.




“You?”




He sighed. “John talked me down. He’s good at that.”




“I’m glad he did,” she said, looking down at her hands. 




He put his arm around her back, and she leaned in, but the sadness weighing her down wouldn’t leave.




“Dawn,” he said, watching her. “I wouldn’t have harmed her. Even if I’d lost my temper, I wouldn’t have struck her. Not a woman, and not a mother with a child.”




She nodded.




“What if it had been back in Ruritania?” she asked.




“I’d like to think that back in Ruritania, she’d have known better,” Dima said. 




“If she hadn’t, though, you could have challenged her to a duel,” Dawn pointed out.




He frowned at her.




“Nobles don’t challenge commoners, men don’t challenge women, and no one challenges a person with no business handling a weapon,” he said. “Dawn, what is this?”




She sighed and closed her eyes, letting it go.




“Nothing,” she said. “Let’s eat some tacos.”






At Lee’s instruction, they packed up and drove across town to Howard University, the very school Taekwon wanted to go to. They’d come in three carloads as, once Mrs. Washington was aware what Lee’s plan was, she very nicely asked if she could bring her grandchildren. Lee, no dummy, agreed in a heartbeat, and Hodgins had some how found out, so he got to bring Angela and Michael Vincent along.




“We lucked out,” Lee explained. “Their summer term lasts pretty long, so when I talked to the head of the music department, they’ve got nearly all of their symphonic orchestra players available. They were able to put this together pretty quickly.”




“This is a command performance?” Dima asked




“Negotiated,” Lee said. “They’re definitely getting something out of it.”




Dawn knew that Lee had spent at least a day transcribing the score into all the individual parts, but other than that, he hadn’t told her his plans. They found the recital hall and went in. The orchestra was set up on the stage, running through warm ups, including a Bach prelude. Dawn saw Dima’s eyebrows go up with interest.




As it wasn’t a public performance, they took seats in the middle section, one third of the way back from the stage. The acoustics were extraordinary.




“You got a full orchestra lined up for this with two days’ notice?” Dawn asked.




“Hey, you say the words ‘lost movement’ to a music director, and they will make it happen,” Lee said.




Dawn made shushing gestures, but Dima hadn’t been paying attention.




The director tapped his baton and got everyone’s attention. Then he turned to face the audience of seventeen people.




“I’m so glad you could join us today,” he said smoothly. “May I introduce the Howard University Symphony Orchestra.”




The members of the orchestra stood, and Dawn, Dima, and everyone else applauded. At the director’s gesture, they sat back down again.




“Mr. Brown,” the director indicated, “I cannot tell you how excited we are to have been chosen to perform this piece for the first time in over a hundred years.”




Dima looked from Lee to Dawn, confused and fascinated.




“No names, please,” Lee said. “We’re trying to keep the birthday boy in suspense.”




“Of course,” the director agreed, smiling. “Now, please understand that while I will put my students against any other university orchestra, we have had only this morning to practice the piece.”




“It’ll be fantastic,” Lee said. “Just don’t forget to let us know when the first public performance will be. We want to be there for it as well.”




The director gave him a bow and returned to the podium. The orchestra members sat at attention.




“What kind of deal did you make?” Dawn asked him.




Lee didn’t take his eyes off the orchestra.




“Hmm? Oh, they get the first public performance and first recording rights,” he said. “Fifty percent of the profits go to the music department. Your recording label gets the rest.”




“I don’t have a recording label,” Dawn said.




“Shhhh,” Dima hushed them.




The director raised his baton, and all the instruments went up, and with line of graceful command, he led them into the first movement of Má Vlast. Dawn sat back to enjoy the music. She’d listened to the piece several times at work and had become familiar with the lyrical form. The orchestra was excellent, and the director clearly had an idea of the way he wanted to interpret the piece. 




She looked over at Dima and saw he listened with delight. Má Vlast was the classical anthem of Ruritania, and far better liked than their bombastic national anthem. Street musicians played it in Strelsau. It was the most popular piece for the Strelsau Philharmonic Orchestra; they played it at least once a year, at the anniversary of the nation’s founding after the dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire. Except they never played it with the third movement, “The Fields and Woods of Hentzau”. In fact, modern scores didn’t reference that third movement at all. The movements had been renumbered.




So she waited, enjoying “Mount Blanik” and “The Moldau”. Dima leaned back, his eyes half-closed in contemplation. She put her hand on his, and he squeezed her fingers in return. He looked happy, which she was grateful for. Then, the second movement’s sweet, swirling lines drew to a close, and the third began with the director’s change in tempo.




Before the first three measures were complete, Dawn felt Dima jerk with surprise. He sat straight up and stared at the orchestra, and then to her surprise, he stood up.




He didn’t say anything. He didn’t clap. He just stood, hands at his side. Dawn checked with Lee, who shrugged.




“Maybe it’s like when they play the last movement of Beethoven’s Ninth in Britain,” he whispered. “They stand for that.”




So Dawn stood next to Dima, taking his hand. “The Fields and Woods of Hentzau” was a tonal poem of summer sunshine, autumn rains, crowds racing from village fairs out to the green pastures, and winter nights with moonlight glinting on the snow. She watched him through the thirteen minute long piece. He wept. Tears slid down his face, and he didn’t bother trying to stop them. He only listened, eyes half closed. 




It was a sweet piece, less complicated than the other movements, but layered with different melodies and changes in mood. When it came to a close, the director had the players lower their instruments, recognizing that the other movements were unnecessary.




Dima turned to Dawn.




“How?” he asked, hoarse.




“Serendipity,” she told him. “I stumbled on the score in an antique store. The dealer sold it to me on the understanding that it would be performed again.”




“Of course it will be performed again,” he declared. “I’ve only ever heard it once before. My father played it for me once, on an antique wax cylinder. He couldn’t risk playing it twice because the cylinder would wear out. You found the lost movement.”




She smiled up at him.




“Happy birthday, Dima,” she told him.




“Hey, I helped,” Lee said as Dima bent over her and kissed her. “Okay, never mind. I’m good.”




When Dima straightened, he turned toward the orchestra. 




“With all my heart,” he said, putting his hand over his heart, “I cannot thank you enough. Would it be possible to hear it again?”




“Of course,” the director answered.




He turned and tapped his baton.




“Ladies and gentlemen, third movement, measure one,” he called. 




He waited for them to find their places, raised his baton, and started them again. 




At Dawn’s insistence, Dima sat back down, but he held tightly to her hand, and brought it up to his lips to kiss.




“I love you,” he told her.




“Ich liebe dich,” she responded.





The Lack of an Earth-Shattering Kaboom



“Where has your faithful swain absconded to?” Secundus asked her. 




He was the third person to ask Dawn, and she hadn’t seen Dima in fifteen minutes. It was his party, and while she was ready and willing to help manage all the kerfuffles of a major undertaking, she didn’t carry all the information about the catering and schedule in her head that he did. 




“I’ll go find him,” she said, setting her lemonade down.




She got Lee’s attention, and he joined her at the entrance to the Ötzi exhibit.




“Did you see where Dima went?” she asked him.




“He said he was going to talk to Security about something,” Lee answered. “Hey, have you noticed all the Nazis?”




“The who?” Dawn asked, horrified.




“Nazis,” Lee said, indicating two young men dressed in three piece suits. “Or, neo-Nazis if you want to get picky. Those two are alt-righters, but I’ve seen about five white nationalists—those are the guys with the white polos and khakis—and three of the faux unionists in the work shirts and steel toed boots.”




She should have spotted them before this, but once Lee pointed them out, they were impossible to miss. The alt-right members had apparently gone for a clean cut, high tone look, but after a semester in Strelsau and Queen Flavia University, Dawn could spot the flaws like someone had run a highlighter over them. Their shoes were cheap. The suits had started pret a port and been clumsily tailored. Their vests didn’t match the suits, and had been bought off the rack without any alterations, leaving their belt loops uncovered. 




“What are they doing here?” Dawn asked, confused.




“I’m guessing it’s not a field trip,” Lee said drily.




“Okay, we should tell security about them,” Dawn said, “and I still need to find Dima.”




On their way to the security kiosk on the other side, Lee slipped on the floor, caught himself, and shivered. He looked around himself, at the floor, at the ceiling three stories above, and at the people nearby. Then he held his hand out and slowly moved it through the space above the spot where he’d slipped.




“What?” Dawn asked, exasperated.




“This spot is fifteen degrees colder than the rest of the room,” Lee answered, “and it’s not under an AC vent. And there’s nothing on the floor I could have slipped on, but I still slipped.”




Cole jogged up to them.




“Boy, am I glad to see you,” he said. “I’ve seen at least five different ghosts—”




He stared at the spot Lee indicated.




“Six different ghosts out in the public area,” he finished. 




“It’s an old building,” Dawn said, “I mean, for the US.”




Cole shook his head.




“I would expect to see one or two in the private areas,” Cole said, “but these aren’t restless spirits. They’re disturbances. Poltergeists.”




As if on cue, a woman across the way shrieked in surprise and jumped six inches straight up. 




“Oh, yeah, this is going to be fun,” Cole said.




Lee looked back at the spot he’d examined and put his hand back in.




“Seriously, Lee, you’re fondling its eyeball,” Cole said. 




Lee snatched his hand back and shook it off.




Then John found them.




“We’ve got problems,” he said without preamble.




“You mean, like no one’s seen Dima in close to twenty minutes?” Dawn asked.




“Or were you talking about the Nazis?” Lee asked.




“Let’s not forget the ghosts,” Cole added.




“No, I’m talking about the part where someone just fired up a huge summoning spell below us,” John answered. “Which is probably what set off all your spirit fragments, Cole, considering how many charged artifacts are in the building.”




A man walked by, rubbing the side of his face with the back of his hand, having a hard time staying upright. Cole tracked him, horrified.




“It’s pushing its—”




“Is it hurting him?” Dawn interrupted.




“No, but it’s really gross.”




“Guys, focus,” John said. “That summoning spell is major league, and it’s just getting started. Something this big means that the caster either has sanctified the space for whatever he’s summoning—which is not likely in the case of a public building—or he’s going to rack up some serious sacrifices. Human sacrifices.”




Lee frowned.




“Dawn, what did you say that piece of jade Sayad had was?” he asked.




“Tiamat’s Spear of the Waters of Creation,” she said. “But it’s not confirmed. It’s just that there are no other known pieces of jade from Mesopotamia in the Jeffersonian.”




Sabrina trotted up to them, adorable in her sparkly meringue of a dress.




“Hey, someone just started up a really big spell in the basement,” she said. “I think it’s a summoning. Also, it smells bad.”




“Occam’s Razor,” Lee said, scanning the room. “Dima’s missing, spell’s been cast, and a bunch of poltergeists are loose. Let’s figure they’re all connected. Hang on.”




He strode over to the information kiosk, dodging around the cold spot. Dawn followed him.




“Hi,” he greeted the docent who looked up from her computer. “This is such a great building, and I was wondering, who’s the architect?”




She smiled back at him. Lee could be seriously charming when he made the effort.




“Ivo Shandor,” the docent said. “He was a British doctor and architect with—”




“That’s fantastic,” Lee interrupted her. “Thanks so much.”




He dragged Dawn back to the group.




“Gozer,” he told them.




“Shit,” John said.




“What?” Dawn asked.




“What’s a Gozer?” Sabrina asked.




“The Sumerian god of chaos and destruction,” Lee answered. “You remember my replacement ethics professor, Venkman? He ran into Gozer in New York City about thirty years ago. I emailed him a couple of days ago, after you told me about the stuff with Sayad, and he gave me a run down.”




“So how’d they beat him?” Dawn asked.




“Well, he and his buddies all had unlicensed nuclear accelerators powering quantum charged positron stream emitters,” Lee answered.




“Gee, and we’re fresh out of those,” Cole said. 




“Hey, Micah!” Dawn called out to the guard walking past them.




“Miss Summers,” he greeted her with a friendly nod. “What can I do for you?”




“Have you seen Hentzau?” she asked.




“Sure thing,” he answered. “About fifteen, twenty minutes. He was on his way to see Doctor Goodman, and he ran into Doctor Brennan. She was carrying a box of supplies to her office. He went to help her.”




Because of course he did. There was no way on Earth Dima would let a pregnant woman carry anything bigger than her purse if he was around.




“Why didn’t she use the employee elevator in the parking garage?” Dawn asked. 




“I don’t know,” Micah answered, scratching his very closely trimmed head. “Maybe because she was with a visitor? Looked like those guys.”




He pointed towards the knot of alt-right members who stared back at them.




“She was walking with a neo-Nazi?” Dawn asked.




Micah gave a kind of ‘what can you do’ shrug.




“She’s an anthropologist,” he said. “I’ve seen her talk to worse just to get some insight.”




“What’s worse than a Nazi?” Sabrina asked, horrified.




“Those guys are not Nazis,” Micah said, and blew a kiss at the one with the most hostile stare. “The Third Reich would have eaten these guys for lunch. Half of them aren’t even borderline Aryan, just angry, entitled, and convinced that they’re fair enough to pass.”




“What’s the connection between a Sumerian god and the Third Reich?” Cole asked. 




Dawn shrugged, Lee frowned, and John had opened his mouth to say ‘I don’t care,’ when Micah spoke up.




“Oh, Hitler was all about the occult,” he said. “Sent teams all over the world to secure objects of power. Egypt and Mesopotamia were his two favorite spots. Half of our Sumerian and Babylonian stuff was secured when German troops left their spoils behind retreating from the Allies.”




“Oh, yeah,” Cole said. “Professor Jones said something about that once.”




“Okay,” Lee said, taking a deep breath. “Dawn, do you have access to the basement areas?”




She nodded. “It’s limited, but I can get us on the right floor.”




“I can get us past any other security,” John said.




“Dawn, take John and Sabrina down there,” Lee said. “See if you can grab Booth on the way. Scope out the situation, find Dima and Brennan if you can, yell if you need help. I’m going to find Sally and get her to take charge up here.”




“And what will she be taking charge of?” Micah asked, politely curious. “Since you’ve got the breaking and entering covered.”




Lee paused.




“Er…Nazis,” he said. “You know, if they start misbehaving.”




“Maybe I should meet this Sally,” Micah said.




“This way,” Lee said, leading him off. 




He looked back over his shoulder.




“Find Dima,” he called.




“This way,” Dawn said, and led the others with her.




On the stairs down to the employee elevator, they ran into Agent Booth.




“Hey, have you seen Doctor Brennan?” he asked.




“She’s with Dima, and we’re looking for both of them,” Dawn said. “Also, there’s bad stuff happening in the basement and a bunch of neo-Nazis upstairs.”




Booth started to answer when he looked at John. He pointed a finger at him in recognition and shook it a little bit.




“I know you,” Booth said. “How do I know you?”




“Iraq, about fifteen months ago,” John said. “That thing outside Resafa? Me and my squad were there.”




“Holy shit,” Booth said, eyes widening. “That was the weirdest—”




“Booth,” Dawn interrupted. “We need to get down there.”




Booth had full access to the lower levels, considering how much work he ended up doing there with Brennan and the rest of the forensic anthropology staff. 




“What floor?” Booth asked.




Dawn looked at John.




“Which floor did you spot Sayad wearing that pendant?” he asked back.




“Basement level three,” Dawn answered.




Booth hit that button, the doors began to slide closed, and a hand intruded between the edge of the door and the bumper bar. The doors retreated, and His Excellency, The Honorable James Rassendyll, stepped in.




“Sergeant Brant,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to see you.”




The fleeting look of ‘oh, crap’ crossed John’s face and left without a trace.




“Captain,” John answered, sounding pained.




“Wait, when were you a captain?” Dawn asked. “Never mind! I’m sorry, Your Excellency, but we need to go, and it’s going to be dangerous, so we can’t take you.”




“Is that so?” Rassendyll asked, fascinated. He looked over at John with a twinkle in his eye. “Should I tell her, or do you want to?”




John groaned.




“Dawn, the man you’re looking at is former SAS, and he once ran my squad,” he explained. “He recruited Riley Finn.”




“And what seems to be the trouble?” Rassendyll asked, motioning to Booth to let the door close.




It took the mention of the SAS—British special forces—for Booth to relax.




“Dima’s been missing for at least twenty minutes,” Dawn explained. “He was with Doctor Brennan, and there was maybe one of the neo-Nazis with them. We think it’s connected to Doctor Sayad—there are two of them—who is apparently trying to summon the Sumerian god of chaos and destruction into this world.”




“Gozer?” Rassendyll asked. “Good lord, you really do need all the help you can get. Weapons?”




“Got ’em here,” Cole said, lifting his satchel.




Dawn and Sabrina had left their satchels at the apartment for the simple reason that they didn’t match their dresses. Dawn cursed that momentary silliness and decided that come Hell or high water, she was bringing her satchel no matter what the dress code was.




Cole opened his satchel as the elevator dinged the past the first basement level and handed Dawn her sword. He took out a spare and offered it to Rassendyll, who took it without comment. Booth looked at them askance.




“You don’t have any guns?” he asked.




“Agent Booth,” Rassendyll said, “if what Lady Dawn has said is true, our foe will almost certainly be able to fox not only your aim but the mechanisms that prevent a gun from exploding in one’s hand. You really will be safer with a melee weapon.”




“Cole, do you have a staff?” John asked.




Cole pulled a six foot teak staff out of his satchel. Booth watched with increasing alarm.




The elevator dinged past the second basement level.




“Booth, Rassendyll, either side of the door, please,” John said. “Cole, you’re with me. Don’t be shy. Dawn, Sabrina, come in after us. First, we disrupt the summoning, then we get Dima and Doctor Brennan clear. Are we clear?”




“Crystal.”




“Yep.”




“You got it.”




Dawn stuck to nodding. They were ready when the elevator ground to a halt, dinged, and opened its doors. Just outside, in the vestibule before the entry into the enormous storage, there stood, not one, but four men in the white polos and khakis of the neo-Nazi movement. They were armed, and all of them had turned and trained their firearms on the people in the elevator.




There was a snap like a shock of static electricity, a whiff of ozone, and John spoke in a horrified voice.




“Holy shit, man, your guns are made of spiders!”




The closest man glanced down at his AR-15 just as it dissolved into several hundred spiders, scrambling over his hands and into his clothes. He screamed, dropped his rifle, and began tearing at himself. In the split second following, the other three men flinched. One of them dropped his rifle as well, and before the last two could do more than fumble, John stepped out, swept one with his staff, hit the second right between the eyebrows with the butt of the staff, and brought it around and clobbered the third. He strode over to the man he’d spoken to, who had crawled back against the wall and wall clawing and gibbering at himself.




“They’re gone,” John told the man, touching his forehead. “All the spiders are gone. They left, and they died. They can’t come back.”




“Really?” the man asked, wiping snot from his upper lip.




“Really,” John answered. “Now, go to sleep.”




The man slumped over and began to snore. John sighed and got to his feet.




“Give me a second, and I’ll put these boys under as well,” he said. “Sabrina, you know a reliable sleep spell?”




“Technically?” She looked uncomfortable.




“Technically?” John asked. “Will they wake up afterwards?”




“Eventually?” she hedged.




“Hours or days?” John prodded her.




“Um, maybe the next ice age?”




“Uh huh. Come here and watch what I do,” he told her.




“Or we could just kill them,” Rassendyll said in a reasonable voice.




“Any fool can kill, Captain,” John answered. “Very few can bring the dead back to life. I’m not one of them, and neither are you.”




Rassendyll sighed.




“They’re Nazis,” he reminded John. “At best, they’re contemptible. At worst, they’re an existential threat to the rest of humanity and should be treated as such.”




John knelt next to the man he’d knocked over with a sweep. The man had just started to pull himself together, and John stepped on his wrist to keep him from reaching for a weapon, put his thumb, index, and middle finger on the man’s forehead, breathed a soft word, and the man’s eyes rolled back in his head. He went limp.




John stood and faced Rassendyll.




“Right,” he said in the angriest voice Dawn had heard from him, “a bunch of white guys with superior technology, a hard on for killing anyone darker than them, and a conviction that any land in their reach is theirs for the taking. I wouldn’t have a fucking clue about that, now would I?”




Rassendyll had the good grace to fall silent and look away.




“Did you catch what I did?” John asked Sabrina, his temper under control. “Can you do it?”




Sabrina nodded.




“Give it a try on him,” John said, pointing at the one he’d hit with the butt of his staff.




He put the third man under, and Sabrina repeated what he’d shown her on the fourth, whispering ‘nightie-night’ instead of the Mohican phrase for ‘go to sleep’.




“Are they going to have really bad headaches when they wake up?” Sabrina asked, curious.




“You have no idea,” John answered. “And try a lighter touch, next time. That guy won’t be waking up before Halloween.”




“Oh.”






Sally was chatting with a docent while looking over the Neolithic accessories Ötzi had carried with him—a bronze ax, a quiver of arrows, several pouches filled with useful lichen, fungi, and berries. When she saw Lee stride in with one of the security guards, she stopped talking and excused herself. 




“What?” she demanded.




She and Lee had known each other since before kindergarten, and she knew that expression. Worry, excitement, and a blaze of anticipation. Something was up, and it wasn’t small.




“Hentzau’s missing,” he said without preamble, “along with Doctor Brennan, the head forensic anthropologist, there are a bunch of neo-Nazis in the building, and someone in the basement just cast a spell summoning the Sumerian god of chaos and destruction.”




“Hi, I’m Micah,” the security guard said. “I don’t know about Sumerian gods, but there is a possible situation with the neo-Nazis. I’ve alerted my supervisors. We should have some material backup in less than ten minutes.




It really was a shame she hadn’t been able to talk her team into taking leave with her. There was something for everyone.




“Is it possible the fashies are here for the Heart of the Ocean?” she asked. “It’s on exhibit upstairs.”




“The what?” Lee asked.




That was her boy. If it interested him, he knew everything about it. If it was something he considered stupid, dull, or girlie, it didn’t exist in his universe. 




“The Heart of the Ocean,” Micah repeated. “Salvaged from the Titanic a little over a year ago? Blue diamond once owned by Louis XVI? Larger than the Hope Diamond? Do you even get our newsletter?”




“Uh, yeah, whatever,” Lee answered, looking away from Micah and back to Sally. “And I’m guessing no, because there’s at least one of them with Hentzau and Doctor Brennan. Plus, the whole god summoning thing. My guess is, they’re either going to take the building once the summoning has started or they’re going to take the building and kill everyone in it once the summoning has started.”




“Why would they do that?” Micah asked, reasonably.




“Chaos? Destruction?” Lee reminded him. “Nazis?”




“Okay, so you run back downstairs and catch up with your college buds,” Sally told him. “Micah and me will rally the troops up here.”




“What troops?” Lee asked.




“Seriously?” she deadpanned. “Lee, I get that QFU was like fifth on your list, after the Sorbonne, but you could at least bone up on your history before you go to school there. People starved when the Nazis blockaded Ruritania. 




“And even though it was neutral,” Micah added, “Hitler was completely cool with a couple of oopsie aerial bombardments of Strelsau, Teblikau, and Pardubice. Plus, with the exception of the Free Volunteer regiments Ruritanians formed up in Britain—”




“Okay, History Channels, I get it,” Lee announced. “Big hate for the Nazis. Round the Ruritanians up, and sic ’em on the baddies, will you?”




“You got it!” Sally beamed.




She turned, put two fingers between her lips, and whistled like she was hailing a taxi. The low murmur of conversation came to an abrupt halt, and every eye was on her.




“Freunde! Ruritaner! Alles!” Sally called, looking like she’d majored in rabble rousing, “Leih mir eure Ohren!”




“Friends, Ruritanians, everyone, lend me your ears?” Micah asked. “Nice!”




“Yeah, you’ve got it,” Lee said, and jogged over to Hodgins.




“Hey, Doctor Hodgins,” he called. “Can you get me down to the basement where the Mesopotamian stuff is stored?”




“You’re Lee, right?” Hodgins said. “Why do you need down there?”




“Nazis,” Lee said. “Also Sumerian god of chaos and destruction. Long story. Hentzau and Doctor Brennan are in trouble. Sally’s going to handle the stuff up here. I need to get down there.”




A tremor shook the building. People gasped.




“Holy shit,” Hodgins said, looking around, “did you feel that? It had to be at least a three point five.”




“And it’s going to get a lot worse,” Lee told him. “Can you get me down to the Mesopotamian storage? Like, right now?”




“Yeah, sure thing,” Hodgins said, keeping his eye on all the exhibits that weren’t earthquake proofed, because Washington DC did not have earthquakes.






The entire staff of the Jeffersonian would lose their collective shit when they saw how the artifacts in deep storage had been shifted, piled, and thrown aside to make room for a ceremonial clearing heaped with whatever Mesopotamian items they could find. There were two fire pits set up, already piled high with charcoal and lit up. Sayad must have defeated the smoke detectors, which Dawn hadn’t thought was even possible, considering how valuable the varied collections were.




Another tremor, the third one, shook the building in time with Sayad’s gesticulations and shouts.




Doctor Rashid Sayad—the actual Mesopotamian archaeologist—wore a wrap made of a sheep’s fleece, with one end pulled over his shoulder and tucked into the band below his arms. Dawn watched as he set out several bronze knives on a makeshift altar. Sacrifice, then. 




“Can you get us in?” Rassendyll asked softly.




“If you’ll give me a minute,” John answered, a little crossly. “Jesus, I’m going to have to train all of you up like you’re a new squad, aren’t I?”




They were gathered around the door from the elevator vestibule into the storage, watching carefully through the glass walls, staying hidden behind the mounds of discarded artifacts. There were nearly a dozen heavily armed alt-right goons. Doctor Rafik Sayad was bound hand and foot and lay stage left of the altar, while Dima and Doctor Brennan knelt stage right. What worried Dawn was Dima’s posture. His head hung low, and he was having a hard time staying up. Doctor Brennan had put her shoulder under his and supported him. Both of them had their hands tied behind their backs.




The door to the stairwell opened, Lee looked out, and when he saw they’d taken the vestibule, he ran out, stooped, and slid across the last several feet




“What’d I miss?” he asked.




Dawn gave him a rundown, and he peeked over the edge of the piles, his eyes scanning everything in his field of vision.




“Dima’s got a head injury,” he said. “Probably got clubbed by one of the goons.”




“Okay, I’m going to kill them,” Dawn said, gripping the hilt of her sword. 




“Booth, I need you to set up in the opposite corner,” John said, not opening his eyes. “Use your gun to keep them off me while I run the distraction. Everybody else line up at the east entrance.”




Another tremor shook the building, and they moved from the double doors that let into the main section to the single door that opened into a side hall behind the largest stacks. 




“Close your eyes, plug your ears, count to ten, and move,” John ordered. “Starting…now.”




Dawn ducked her head, clenched her eyes shut, and stuck her fingers in her ears.




One.




Two.




Three.




Four.




Five.




Six.




Something picked up the basement and dropped it by about three inches, rattling everything. Then, the air turned cold and breathless. Breathing got hard.




Seven.




Eight.




The windows exploded outward into the storage area. Even with her ears plugged, Dawn could hear the hundred thousand crystalline fractures as the tempered glass disintegrated.




Nine.




Ten!




She looked up just as Rassendyll tapped her shoulder and followed him, sword at ready, Sabrina, Lee, and Cole behind her. 




Gunfire poured into the vestibule where they’d been, and she prayed John was safe. When half the gunfire died out and several men screamed in horror, Dawn realized her prayers were probably unnecessary.




An armed man dressed in a white polo and khakis ran half backwards, half looking over his shoulder, around the corner, terrified. He jerked to a stop, too late to avoid Rassendyll’s viper fast strike. The ambassador merely snaked an arm around the man’s neck, bent him over, flipped a knife into his right hand, and buried it in the man’s throat, just below his ear. The man struggled for a few short seconds and went limp. Rassendyll lowered him to the ground, put a foot on his head, and pulled the knife free. He wiped the knife on the dead man’s polo shirt, leaving a crimson streak.




“Jesus,” Lee whispered.




“And that, children,” Rassendyll said, “is how any fool deals with a Nazi.”




He pulled the weapon from the body’s limp hands, dropped the magazine out of the stock, ejected the last round, and put the magazine in his jacket pocket. 




“But,” Sabrina protested weakly, “what if he wasn’t really…what if he was just…”




“He wears the uniform of the enemy, Lady Sabrina,” Rassendyll told her. “We don’t have the time or the luxury to give them the benefit of the doubt. Now, let’s go save your friends and stop a god.”






Gunfire ripped through the rotunda as one of the alt-right leaders climbed up on the elephant dais and fired off a string of rounds. People screamed, ducked, and ran, but the exits filled with men in identical clothes, steel toed boots, mirrored sunglasses, and hand guns.




“Everybody stay where they are!” the leader commanded. “We are the White Aryan National Front, and we are in control!”




A silver platter hit him in the face, knocking him off his feet.




Secundus stepped up, took the gun out of the dazed man’s hands, switched it to single fire, and cradled it, his index finger parallel to, but not on the trigger.




“Ladies and gentlemen, I apologize for the disturbance,” he said in a clear, carrying voice. “It would appear that the Jeffersonian is under assault by an extremist faction. The authorities have been notified and will be here shortly. May I suggest that you move to Ötzi exhibit? Refreshments are available at no charge in celebration of our monarch’s, Queen Antonia’s, birthday.”




“The hell you will!” one of the unionists cried, lifting his gun.




Secundus brought his AR-15 up and shot him dead center in the chest. The man groped at his chest, dropped the gun, and collapsed.




“For those of you associated with the extremist group, you may allow the civilians to exit, or you may die,” he told them. “Ruritanians do not negotiate with Nazis. Our memories run far too long.”




Three men from the Hall of the Oceans tried to turn towards him, but Sally and Micah brought their weapons to bear. 




“Why is it,” Micah began, “do you think, Senior Airman Kimball, that the biggest advocates for the superiority of the white race always turn out to be its worst possible examples?”




“Probably because being white is literally the only thing going for them,” Sally answered, grinning. “If they had brains or even a decent sized dick, we wouldn’t have to put up with this crap.”




Museum-goers walked through the rotunda to the Ötzi exhibit, getting away from the conflict as fast as they could, except for a handful of people—a muscular black man, two little old ladies, a college student, a woman with dreadlocks and a keffiyeh, an angry executive, and a Korean woman with an art portfolio.




“Give me a gun,” one of the little old ladies said in a strong Yiddish accent. “I owe the Nazis many lives.”




The members of the White Aryan National Front looked back and forth at each other, uneasy, but none of them dropped their weapon.






Whatever spell John had cast on the alt-righter goons, half of them had simply broken and fled, sobbing, to whatever corners of safety they could find. The remaining ones discovered their guns were jammed or collapsed into a pile of centipedes and had to switch to any other weapon they could lay hands on. 




Dawn tried to keep her strikes non-lethal, but doing that with a sword was a challenge, and she wasn’t much in the mood to work harder than she had to when Dima’s and Doctor Brennan’s lives hung in the balance. Doctor Sayad—the Mesopotamian archaeologist Sayad—yelled orders at the men closest to him and turned to the altar to grab a bronze dagger. Two of the remaining men grabbed at Doctor Brennan, and Hentzau charged them, knocking one down, the other back, and then falling over. Dawn ran for him, and the one man who got between her and the platform lost several fingers to her sword slash. He fell, screaming and grabbing at where the downward sweep of her blade had opened up the front of his thigh as well. 




Doctor Brennan threw herself over Dima, protecting his head and throat, when the first of the two sent by Sayad grabbed her by the hair. Dawn made the platform in a leap, took two long strides, and kicked into a lunge, extending her arm to strike in quarte position. Her sword took him just to the left of the sternum and punched through his chest.




He batted at the blade with his off hand, and then he coughed. She felt it tug the blade. Blood ran from his mouth, and he fell back, slipping off the blade, and collapsed.




The other man took a step back from her as she recovered from her lunge, looking one way and the other.




“Bring me one of them!” Sayad demanded.




When the alt-righter didn’t answer, Sayad came up behind him, grabbed him by the hair, and dragged him to the altar. Before the man could twist away, Sayad brought the edge of the bronze dagger up to his throat and cut deeply. Blood poured out, and the man collapsed onto the altar in a crimson pool.




The building shook like a rung bell, and the reverberations lasted several seconds. 




“Clear the platform!” John screamed. “Now!”




Wind began to blow, cold and aimless. Dawn grabbed Dima by the arm. Doctor Brennan grabbed his other arm, and they hauled him to his feet.




“He took a blow to the left temporal bone,” Doctor Brennan yelled over the howling wind. “He’s concussed, and I’m worried there may be a subdural hematoma.”




The fact that Dima didn’t say anything and barely had his feet under him told Dawn just how grave his injury was.




“Let’s get him back to the Egyptian section,” Dawn yelled back, pulling Dima’s arm over her shoulder.




Booth joined them, taking Doctor Brennan’s place. 




“Dammit, Bones,” he yelled, “take cover!”




“I’m trying!” she yelled back.




Then, the world stopped.






“What the fuck was that?” Sally asked, looking up and then around.




“I don’t know,” Micah said, “but I doubt it’s anything good.”




A booming voice rattled everything weighing less than five tons.




Gozer the Gozerian, Gozer the Destructor, Gozer the Traveler, Volguus Zildrohar has returned. Choose and perish!




“Aw, that is not good,” Sally said.






The words rang through the air, making everything in sight twinkle, but the only thing Dawn saw was the space above the altar folding in on itself, and the violent light that streamed through.




She’d thought it was her fear of Glorificus or the terror of being chained at the top of an unstable tower or the knowledge that unless Buffy made it all the way up there—and probably not even then—she was going to die. It wasn’t.




The spike of horror and loathing that ran through her came directly from that tear in reality. The edges of it danced and shimmered in the suddenly still air. It wasn’t supposed to be there. It was wrong.




“Dawn, let’s go!” Booth shouted at her. 




She looked up at Dima.




“I have to do this,” she said, unable to put it into better words. “I can stop it. I know.”




He looked blearily at her, confused. She kissed him.




“Wait for me,” she told him.




Then she turned and ran back towards the platform. Sayad stood, bronze knife in hand, staring up at the tear in wall between their reality and Gozer’s. She jumped up on the platform and swung herself up onto the altar, next to the body of the alt-right thug Sayad had killed in sacrifice.




“Dawn, what are y—” John started. “Dawn, no!”




“Dawn!” Sabrina screamed.




She made it in one jump, gravity twisting around her and pulling her into the rift.






It all stopped.




Everything.




But instead of nothing, it remained everything, splintered out in every direction to unfathomable distances around her, within her, and through her. Her world—one of her worlds—on one side and the world binding Gozer on the other. She felt a hot, malignant eye on her. Hatred. Violence. Contempt. It reached past her, and she stopped it. She pushed it away. Rage erupted from it, but it couldn’t get past her.




She was in the rift. The rift was in her, singing, but the notes clashed against one another, dissonant.




She was.




And then she wasn’t.






“Lady Dawn.”




The voice pulled her out of her reverie, and she looked up. She sat at a small bistro table outside a Parisian cafe, a cup of mocha with a saucer in front of her. The woman sitting across the table from her did not match the cool, gray day of the City of Lights. She wore a crown of wrought crystal and a dress of shining white. Her red hair hung in ringlets to her waist, and her clear sapphire blue eyes held centuries of wisdom. She smiled at Dawn.




“Forgive me, my dear, but it has been quite difficult to catch your attention,” the woman said in a voice like bells rung in joy. ‘That was a very brave but perhaps foolish thing you just did.”




Dawn looked around, a little spooked.




“Did it work?” she asked.




“We await the answer to that question,” the woman informed her. “You are fortunate so many are interested in your well being.”




Dawn studied the woman, trying to figure out where she knew her from. When she finally did, she blinked in astonishment.




“Glinda?”she asked. “I mean, Your Excellency?”




Glinda, the Good Witch of the South, favored her with a warm smile.




“I’ve had dreams with you,” Dawn realized. 




“Many of them,” Glinda agreed, sipping her cup of tea. “Unfortunately, such is the impermanence of the Land of Dreams that you have never recalled our conversations.”




“Will I remember this time?” Dawn asked.




“As this is not a dream, I believe you will,” Glinda responded. “However, it remains to be seen if you will be able to return to your favored world.”




“My…” Dawn stared at her in confusion.




“I understand your purpose in leaping into the rift torn between the world you inhabit and that of the Gozerian,” Glinda continued, “but while a Key may hold a Rift closed, that is all you may do, and you may not even do that for very long.”




“Why?” Dawn asked, feeling a sudden chill. “What will happen?”




“Your human aspect will perish, my dear,” Glinda told her. 




“But…I know I can close it,” Dawn said. “I felt it. Won’t you help me?”




“I am giving you all the aid I can,” Glinda said solemnly. “None of your allies wish to see the Gozerian unleashed on any world. Tiamat was quite determined in her efforts to spare your world and countless others its hatred.”




Dawn absorbed this information.




“What am I supposed to remember?” Dawna asked, anxiety leaching into her.




Glinda smiled at her, and it was the warmth of the first day of spring.




“The many worlds you traveled through when you were pursued by the phouka have all been woken to your existence,” Glinda explained. “You are needed there again to repair what your absence has wrought. Should you not return…I am afraid that would spell disaster for far more than the Gozerian might harm.”




The magnitude of it stunned her. She’d fled through at least seven worlds, including Oz.




“You may, of course, wish to take a more direct route this time, my dear,” Glinda pointed out kindly. “And I understand that you’ve learned how to bring a friend, which is all for the better. But please don’t delay too long. Not all lands are Oz, and some of their troubles are quite dire.”




“But what about—” Dawn started.




“Ah,” Glinda said, looking up as if at a drop of welcome rain, “it would appear we have our answer.”




“What?” Dawn asked.




“Your hand, my dear,” Glinda requested.




Dawn held out her hand, and Glinda pressed something into her palm, something hard and about three inches long.




“Your friend is quite clever,” Glinda said in her chiming voice. “He is welcome in Oz, if you wish to bring him.”




Dawn looked down and opened her fingers. There on her palm was the last shard of Tiamat’s Spear of the Waters of Creation, the weapon She had used to banish Gozer at the beginning of the world.






The jade fragment hung in the rift with her, and Dawn pressed it into the fabric of the wall separating the world from Gozer’s prison. She felt it howl and shriek with rage. It tore at her but did no damage. The shard slipped into place like the last piece of an infinite puzzle, and the rift closed. 




Dawn fell, hit the altar on her hip, and fell off, landing in a bruised heap on the platform.




“What have you done?” Sayad demanded. “What have you—”




He raised his knife, and Dawn realized she didn’t have the strength to ward off the blow. Then, the tip of a sword broke through his chest. Sayad looked down, dropped his knife, and fell to the ground, dead. Two feet behind where Sayad had stood was Rassendyll. He lowered his weapon.




“Lady Dawn?” he asked.




She nodded and started to get to her feet, stopping when it took more strength than she had, and her head started to spin. She was breathing hard. Her pulse was pounding.




Her stomach—no, her spleen—began to ache.




“Oh, damn,” she muttered, putting a hand to her side to ease the ache. “Oh, I must have really done it this time.”




John reached her.




“What the hell did you just do?” he demanded. “What the fuck was that?”




“Don’t worry,” Dawn told him. “I won’t do it again. Bad idea.”




“Bad idea?” John gaped. “You shouldn’t be alive right now.”




“Dmitri? Dmitri!”




That was Doctor Brennan’s voice, rising in volume and pitch. 




“Booth, call for an ambulance,” Brennan ordered.




Dawn looked over and saw Brennan supporting Dima head and shoulders.




“Dima?” Dawn called.




He didn’t move.




She struggled to get up, aware that she had lost a significant portion of her red blood cells, and all because she’d jumped into the rift to close it, instead of staying clear like a sane person. She’d lost more before, when she’d pushed Dima and House through to another world in the year 1637. She’d survived that, so she would be okay this time, but she had to get to Dima.




“I don’t understand,” Brennan said. “This isn’t due to his head injury, and I can’t find any injury that would cause such significant blood loss.”




Dawn’s remaining blood turned cold on hearing that. She nearly fell over when she reached Dima’s side. 




He was unconscious, and his skin was chalky. 




“Dima,” Dawn called, taking his hand. It was cold and limp. “Dima, wake up.”




The blood on the side of his head was vivid crimson in contrast to the paleness of his skin. His breathing was fast and deep. He couldn’t get enough oxygen, and without a re-engineered spleen courtesy of Doctor McCoy of the Enterprise, his own spleen would rupture under the load of dead erythrocytes, and he’d die.




“We have to get him to a hospital,” Dawn said. “He needs—” she groped at the words she remembered McCoy and House using, “plasmapheresis and red blood cell transfusion and an anticoagulant.”




“I can’t get a signal down here,” Booth said. “I’ll run upstairs.”






“You can’t stop us,” one of the fashies declared. “You can’t defeat us! We are the future!”




None of the neo-Nazis had made a move since Secundus had killed one of them. They still had their handguns and rifles, but unsurprisingly, so did all the guards. A few of the civilians had them as well. And while no one had pointed their weapon at another person since Secundus’s shot, no one had put their gun away either.




“You are the stupidest people on the face of the planet,” Sally told him. “What exactly is your plan? You don’t have enough men to actually take the entire building. Half of your hostages have fled. The authorities are setting up outside, and from the looks of it, they’re mobilizing for Iwo Jima. This is one of the most loved national institutions in the entire country. You dent it, and people will hate you forever.”




“Your police will never touch us,” the man replied, grinning and fondling his rifle. “We are protected from on high. Gozer will—”




“Gozer?” Sally repeated. “Gozer?”




“Lesser mortals have not heard of him,” another one of the nationalists said.




“Sumerian god?” Micah asked. “Chaos? Destruction? Kind of an asshole? Oh, look, guess I’m not a lesser mortal.”




“You made a deal with Gozer?” Sally laughed. “Holy shit, you’re even dumber than you look, and you look pretty damn dumb.”




One of the men closest to her moved took a step towards her. She turned and faced him.




“Wanna throw down?” she asked, grinning. “That would be great. I’ve got a lot of energy to burn off.”




“Now hang on a second,” Micah said. “I want to hear about Gozer.”




“Gozer will rise up and destroy the corrupt society that denies white men their place,” one of them declared.




“Really?” Sally said. “Because as the superior race, you need help with that sort of thing?”




“Before you signed up with Gozer, did you do any research?” Micah asked them. “Because it’s my understanding that Gozer really hasn’t been into the whole worshipped-by-humans thing. There haven’t been any temples dedicated to him. No priesthood. No sacred writings. Nothing. In fact, the only story he shows up in is the one where Tiamat, goddess of creation, kicked his ass up and down the celestial block before locking him out of this reality.”




The lead guy was about to reply when the whole building trembled, and a voice like crashing metal spoke out.




Gozer the Gozerian, Gozer the Destructor, Gozer the Traveler, Volguus Zildrohar has returned. Choose and perish!




“Huh,” Micah said. “Nothing about being one of his dudes. Maybe he forgot about you?”




The men looked around, frightened. 




The whole building shook again. There was a long pause.




“Choose what?” Sally asked.




“Whether you want to be an appetizer or a main course?” Micah asked back, shrugging.




There was one last, much smaller building-wide shudder, and then nothing. After a long moment, Sally and Micah traded looked. 




“That’s it?” Sally asked.




“Where’s the kaboom?” Micah asked. “There was supposed to be an Earth shattering kaboom.”




Sally’s phone bleeped. She took it out and read the message that popped up.




“Oh, hey, that’s Lee,” she told them. “And he says…No Gozer. Gozer ist kaput. The guy who tried to summon him is dead. Their FBI guy is calling in backup now.”




The remaining dozen or so alt-righters looked around nervously. Guards began tightening the circle, driving them all into the rotunda. Behind the guards, ranks of civilians glared. The alt-righters gripped their guns.




“Hey, hey,” Micah said, patting the air with his hands as a calming gesture, “let’s all be smart.”




“Too late,” Sally scoffed. “These idiots will never surrender. They want to go out in a hail of bullets.”




One of the neo-Nazis looked from them to the crowd behind the guards to the front door where a sea of law enforcement awaited them. 




“I tell you what, guys,” Sally said, “go ahead and get yourselves killed, and I’ll make it a point of honor to piss on your graves once a year. Is that a deal?”




“Now, boys,” Micah said, giving Sally a hush gesture, “You’ve got options. You could do what this person says, or you could put your weapons down, and we’ll have the boys in blue outside, cuff you and take you away. You get legal representation, you can tell your story to a sympathetic jury, you might even be able to get interviewed on television.”




Sally’s eyes narrowed. 




“Oh, god,” she said, disgusted, “everybody would watch. Ew.”




“Can we do that?” Micah asked. 




One of the youngest members started to shrug the strap for his AR-15 off his shoulder.




“What the fuck are you doing?” his comrade asked him.




“I don’t want that bitch pissing on my grave,” the boy said. “Fuck that!”




Sally grinned.




“I’ll do it, too,” she said.




“Wh— what do you want me to do, mister,” the boy asked Micah. 




“Put your weapon on the ground,” Micah instructed, “and push it over to me.”




As he did, three more of the neo-Nazis shrugged off their straps.




“Now, go on over to that wall,” Micah indicated, “and lie face down with your hands behind your back.”






John knelt beside her. 




“Slow down, and tell me what you know,” he said.




“The potion,” Dawn managed, horror and panic welling up in her. “It linked us. He picked up some traits from me. Whenever I…I…move between worlds, I lose a little of my blood. It dies. It’s part of the spell that makes me what I am, only now it’s Dima too!”




John narrowed his eyes in confusion.




“What spell?” he asked. “What do you mean move between worlds? Dawn, what are you talking about?”




And the second to last surprise arrived with a soft noise and a sudden, cool breeze.




“The fuck?!” Lee cried.




“That’s Doctor Fuck to you,” House said, picking his way through the mess towards them. “I didn’t go to fucking medical school so you could call me by my first and last names without a title.”




“House!” Dawn cried with relief. “It’s Dima. Please.”




“Where’s your cane?” Lee asked. “And why aren’t you limping any more?”




“Because some of us don’t skip leg day at the gym,” House answered him, squatting on the other side of Dima’s supine body. He nodded to John. “Hi. Gregory House, currently in thrall to Aloysius Shang of Queen Flavia University. He sends his regards.”




“No kidding,” John said faintly.




House checked Dima’s pulse, his breathing, his capillary refill rate, his tongue, and his sclera. Then he turned Dima’s head and checked the injury there. 




“He’ll survive the blood loss long enough to get to the hospital for a transfusion,” House noted. “But his spleen will rupture long before then.”




He dug into his jacket, took out a test tube with a stoppered end and writing scribbled in silver marker and held it against Dima’s throat, just above where the carotid artery ran. He looked up at Dawn and gave her a smile.




“Now we’re going to find out if all the trouble Shang’s gone to is worth it,” he said.




Before she could say anything, he murmured some words, and the test tube began to darken. He held it there, perfectly still, for the better part of three minutes, while they all waited. When it was done, he held the test tube up and tilted it. Powder poured from one end of the test tube to the other. 




“Dead erythrocytes,” House said. “Enough to buy him some time.”




“Thank you,” Dawn said, unwilling to surrender Dima’s hand to hug House, but crying with relief and gratitude. “How did you know?”




“How did I know?” House repeated. “You just sealed an interdimensional rift with a five thousand year old object of power. Everybody knows. Shang sent me here to check on you.”




John held up the test tube.




“How the hell did you do this?” he asked.




“With magic,” House answered. “I just have a better grasp of human biology and mechanics than you do.”




“If I were stupid enough to try what you just did,” John said, “I’d end up killing the poor bastard and possibly myself as well.”




John looked like half a mile of bad road, sweaty, gray with exhaustion, and shaky to boot.




“It’s easier to grab them out of his bloodstream,” House said. “His spleen is going to be swollen for weeks.”




Booth opened the door and leaned in.




“Ambulance just got to the entrance,” he called. “They’ll be down in a couple of minutes, once they get past the Nazi Humiliation Conga Line.”




Everyone stared at him.




“I’ll explain later,” Booth said. “But it’s awesome.”






She sat at Dima’s side, holding his hand, while everyone else ran home to shower and change clothes. She was still wearing her red cocktail dress and heels, though they were stained with smoke and blood. Once Dima was seen to by the paramedics, John had collapsed. Lee and Sabrina had walked him to the car and gotten him back to the apartment where Mrs. Washington had been called in to keep an eye on him.




Dima had a concussion but no subdural hematoma. He’d lost forty percent of his red blood cells in what House had told the other doctors was a newly discovered disorder named paroxysmal hemolytic anemia—the acute, episodic destruction of red blood cells similar to sickle cell anemia, but without the signature deformation of the cell itself. Dima had gotten two units of blood, the required plasmapheresis, anticoagulants, and his spleen had been examined three different ways. 




House had checked her hemocrit levels and found that she had lost more than thirty percent of her red blood cells. She, however, had the benefit of Doctor McCoy’s adjustments. Her stomach still ached where her enlarged spleen pressed against all the other organs, but she wasn’t in any danger of it rupturing. That, and the amount of free hemoglobin in her bloodstream had apparently triggered her bone marrow to start cranking out new red blood cells. The last time she had ached this much had been in The Hague.




If the potion hadn’t linked her and Dima, she would have died after jumping into the rift, but because they were linked, she’d nearly gotten Dima killed. He was lucky he hadn’t thrown a clot and died of a pulmonary embolism or a stroke. She’d already broken down and cried twice when she thought about it.




A soft knock at the door was followed by Rassendyll entering, bearing gifts.




“I won’t stay long,” he promised.




He put a bunch of grapes on the table beside Dima and then a vase of flowers—daisies and iris. Her favorite and Dima’s as well. Then he set down a handled paper bag next to her chair. With a glance, Dawn saw it was exactly the kind of supplies that someone sitting and waiting in a hospital room would need. Magazines, tissues, snacks, bottles of Diet Coke, a toiletries bag, socks and slippers. She felt a sudden wave of gratitude towards him.




“How is he?” Rassendyll asked.




“He’ll be all right,” Dawn said, assuring herself as much as him. “It’s just, he’s always asleep by now anyways, so I doubt he’ll wake up before morning.”




“The concussion?” he asked.




“He’ll be fine,” she said. “He’s just on a reduced schedule and a lot of rest until the symptoms are gone.”




“I’m glad to hear it.”




“Thank you, by the way,” she said. “For stopping Sayad.”




For killing him, that is, but you didn’t thank someone for killing another person. Just like she’d killed one of the alt-righters who’d tried to drag Dima or Doctor Brennan to the altar.




“It was nothing,” he responded.




Nil Quae Feci was his family motto. The English translation, with a little sanding for idiom, was the modest “it was nothing”. She smiled.




Rassendyll got up to go, but then paused at the door.




“Lady Dawn, you said something to me the other day, about Alexi, Dmitri’s father,” he said. “You said he’d never betrayed the woman he loved. What did you mean by that?”




“Alexi loved the princess,” Dawn started.




“Yes, I’m aware of that,” Rassendyll responded. “I watched most of their courtship from the sidelines. Greta was…very dear to me. I was content to see her with him, so long as I believed he would treat her well, but his betrayal of her—”




“He didn’t betray her,” Dawn insisted. “Alexi never cheated on Antonia. He loved her until the day they died.”




Rassendyll’s eyes narrowed.




“Perhaps you’d better explain,” he said, coming back in and taking a seat.




She was too tired to be subtle or weigh all the different factors she knew existed. Rassendyll had told her up front that he wasn’t an ally or even, necessarily a friend, but he’d helped her more than once, and he’d followed her and John into battle against a Sumerian god. He’d served on John’s squad decades ago. He wasn’t just a diplomat. He’d been in the SAS as well. And, he was a Rassendyll, which meant his family had ties to the Watchers Council at least a century old. He knew about vampires. He knew about magic. 




And, she realized, he was the second cousin twice removed of Dill.




She took a deep breath.




“Sycorax is not just a character in a Shakespeare play,” she began.




It took her several minutes to get through it, but Rassendyll let her talk without interruption. She did have to explain that not only was she a student at QFU, but she was also the younger sister of the senior Vampire Slayer and a junior rank Watcher, so that he could follow the connections, but when she got to the point where Dima’s parents were dating and Dima’s theory, she had to put the words into short, brutal sentences, and couldn’t bring herself to look up at Rassendyll.




Sycorax had stolen Greta’s body and left her to die. Alexi had found her in time and saved her, but it took him time to realize what had happened. He’d gotten her a new identity and taken her home to Hentzau where he could protect her from the Queen. Sycorax had murdered Frederick and then Thomas in order to take the throne. When Alexi and Greta returned to DC, to find what they could about Sycorax, her assassin had murdered them.




There was a long moment of silence. 




“Greta thought her brother was much too casual about the responsibilities of being Crown Prince,” Rassendyll said softly. “She couldn’t stand Frederick’s friends, which included Alexi. She thought they were much too fast. Profligate, promiscuous, and obnoxious. She called them the Prodigals Sons. She was about your age when we became lovers.”




Dawn looked up. 




“It would have been a terrible scandal,” he admitted, not looking away from his hands. “I was married and had two children already. A Rassendyll tampering with a princess of Ruritania. It boggled the mind, but I loved her. God, I loved her.”




He smiled, but it was etched with sadness.




“When I came back two years later, Alexi had started his assignment at the embassy, and they were already courting,” Rassendyll continued. “Alexi’s father had died, and apparently, he had matured with the sudden increase in rank and responsibility. In fact, I’d heard Frederick complaining that Alexi was nowhere near as fun as he used to be. He was as devoted to her as I imagined I would be, had my circumstances been different. I was glad for her.”




He shook his head. 




“She’d acquired a friend as well, Elizabeth Seele, though I couldn’t for the life of me understand what their friendship was based on. Seele was pretty, but something about her put my teeth on edge. Alexi didn’t like her either, though he allowed her to stay in an apartment on his property for no costs.”




“We think she was Sycorax,” Dawn told him.




“And she stole Greta’s body?” Rassendyll asked. “Swapped it out like a jacket or a car?”




Dawn nodded. Rassendyll was silent for a long moment.




“I believe you,” he said. “I was spending the evening with Secundus when Greta showed up, nearly hysterical. She told us Alexi had cheated on her with her best friend, that it had been going on for some time, and that she was leaving to return home. She never wanted to see him again.”




“That wasn’t like her?” Dawn asked.




“If Alexi had been stupid enough to cheat on her,” Rassendyll said, “she would have cut his liver out, fried it up with some onions, and eaten it in front of him.”




She smiled in appreciation and then looked down when she remembered what had happened to the beautiful Ruritanian princess Dima’s father had loved. The broken fingers. The miscarriages and stillbirth. The depression. The days when the pain had driven her to bed.




“It never sat well with me,” Rassendyll told her. “It just…I couldn’t put my finger on it. And Secundus, who adored her though he was fifteen years her senior, swore his oath of fealty to her on the spot. I think he was trying to make it up to her.”




“What?” Dawn asked, feeling suddenly cold. “He what?”




“He swore his oath of fealty to her,” he repeated, and then waved it away with his hand. “It’s an archaic gesture, and it was pointless anyway, as he owed his fealty to Thomas and then Frederick before her, but he did it nonetheless. At the time, I thought he’d read her better than I had. She was very pleased by the gesture.”




Dawn pressed her hand to her mouth, horrified.




“What?” Rassendyll asked.




“Sycorax has control over anyone who swears fealty to her,” Dawn explained. “She can do things to them, make them do things for her, devour them from the inside.”




He looked as horrified as she felt.




“I pledged an oath to her as well,” he said.




“To Sycorax?” She nearly fell over in shock.




“To Greta,” he answered. “The same oath that all Rassendyll men have sworn to Elphberg women, ever since this wretched thing began. That I would always come to her aid. I failed her.”




Dawn didn’t say anything. She was still trying to come to terms with the fact that Secundus was compromised. That he had always been compromised. It would break Dima’s heart. 




“Oh, God,” she whispered when another realization hit her.




“What?” he asked.




“When Alexi and Greta came back to DC,” she said, “someone at the embassy told Sycorax where they would be the day they were killed.”




“You think Secundus did it?” Rassendyll asked. “He’s an honorable man.”




“He’s sworn to serve his queen,” Dawn pointed out. “If Queen Antonia asked him, he would have told her. He might not have even realized he was betraying them. He might not even remember telling her.”




“God in Heaven,” Rassendyll murmured. “Do you know, this makes Dima the rightful king of Ruritania?”




Dawn shook her head.




“He doesn’t want it,” she told him. “As far as he’s concerned Princess Antonia can have it.”




She froze, realizing she’d just given away a damning secret. Dima couldn’t say a word about supporting Antonia’s claim to the throne over that of her older brother, Rudolf. It was sedition, and it gave the queen deadly ammunition against him.




“No one likes Rudolf,” Rassendyll said. “No one wants him as king either. Once this goes up, it’ll be the biggest crisis of succession since Grand Duchess Anastasia made it to Paris after the rest of her family was slaughtered. Don’t worry. I won’t say anything.”




He sighed, got to his feet and buttoned his jacket. 




“I’ll speak to you and Dmitri when he’s better,” he said. “For now, adieu.”




She offered her hand, but instead of shaking it, he took it, bowed over it, and kissed her knuckles.




“Rest easy, Lady Dawn,” he told her. “It’s been a long time since I dabbled in knight errantry, but I’ll do it for you and yours.”






She woke to Dima’s hand smoothing her hair back. When she raised her head on an aching, stiff neck, he frowned at her.




“What are you doing?” he asked. “Go home. Sleep in a bed.”




“Lee and Cole will be here in a little while,” she told him. “I’ll go after they get here.”




He cupped her face with his hand and smoothed her cheek with his thumb.




“Everyone all right?” he asked.




She nodded.




“John’s sleeping it off,” she told him. “Everyone else is in one piece. Doctor Brennan’s safe, by the way. She said to tell you thank you for saving her from the deranged cult member who couldn’t even get his human sacrifice mythology straight. She really appreciates it.”




He smiled.




He wasn’t nearly as pale as he’d been the previous day, before the blood transfusions. But it still hurt to see him so weak.




“What’s wrong?” he asked.




“It’s all my fault,” she said, tears filling her eyes. “I thought I could jump in the rift and…be a Key, make things better, fix it. I nearly got you killed.”




“Well, I’m glad I don’t remember that part,” he admitted. “But you mustn’t worry, Dawn. It will be all right. I promise.”




She leaned over him and kissed him, and he kissed her back. The door opened and Lee and Sally came in.




“Okay, so I hope you’re up for some comic books and geez Louise, do you have to do that stuff out where you can scare the horses?” Lee demanded.




Dawn broke the kiss and stood, holding hands with Dima.




“Come on, Your Ladyship,” Sally said. “I’ll run you back home, and we can dish.”




“I’ll be back tonight, if they don’t release you before then,” Dawn told him.




She gave him another kiss and then kissed her hand before letting her go.




“Don’t come back before you’ve had all the sleep you need,” he told her. “I’ll send you straight back.”




He closed his eyes and rested his head.




“Ich liebe dich,” she told him.




“Ich liebe dich soviel,” he responded.




She followed Sally out of the room and down to the car.






Late that evening, she wandered out onto the terrace where Sabrina, John, House, and Lee sat. The fire pit was lit, and sparks occasionally drifted up in the sultry night air. John, House, and Lee handed a joint back and forth, taking hits in a leisurely manner. Dima had been discharged and slept comfortably in his own bed. She hadn’t had a chance to tell him about Rassendyll’s revelations. 




“There she is,” John said. “Grab a seat, kiddo.”




She took the seat next to him. Lee offered her the joint, and she gave him a little shake of her head. He handed it to House, instead, who took lit it up and took a long, deep pull from it.




“I wanted to say I’m sorry,” Dawn told John.




“For scaring me half to death?” he asked. “About damn time. We’re cool, but try not to do that again.”




She paused. 




“Well, yeah,” she said. “I’m sorry about scaring you half to death, but I meant more about killing that one guy.”




Funny how four dead bodies, six men sent to the psych ward, and twenty-three others arrested on various felonies including terroristic acts had been held off by Booth telling them he’d handle their end of the investigation, Radziwill declaring that diplomatic immunity was a factor, and Secundus stating that he’d really rather one of his senior attaches not be bothered over what was clearly an American problem with out of control gun violence and extremist groups. Dawn hadn’t even spoken to a law enforcement agent.




“Dawnie, the options were not cover the man in kittens or kill him,” John said. “It was let him drag Dima or that pregnant lady off to be sacrificed or kill him. You made the right call.”




“But I thought you didn’t want any killing,” Dawn said.




“Given the chance, I would prefer to do without the killing,” he answered. 




He accepted the joint from House, took a medium deep drag, and held his breath for twenty seconds. Then he blew a cloud of smoke.




“Give me a week with one of those alt-righters, and I have a decent chance of turning him around,” John said. “It’s definitely the right way to do it in the long term, but in the short term, we didn’t have that luxury.”




“Oh, I might have changed a few of their minds,” Sabrina said softly. 




Salem sat in her lap and purred like a Diesel engine every time she stroked his fur.




“Yeah, what was that about?” John asked. “I was pretty out of it, but I felt that last spell you threw, and it wasn’t a sleep spell.”




“Just a bit of a reset,” Sabrina said. “Lee told me that if you go back far enough in your family tree, you will find an ancestor from Africa.”




“Yes, that’s true,” House said. “On a very long time scale. Something like, oh, forty to sixty thousand years.”




“We were talking about how specific population traits arise,” Lee said. “Like blue eyes or lactose tolerance.”




John’s eyes went wide.




“Oh, shit, Sabrina, you didn’t,” he said.




She giggled and scratched the tip of her nose.




“You know, there are a lot of ways that can go wrong,” John told her.




“Oh, it’ll only last a year or so,” Sabrina answered, waving him off.




“I don’t get it,” Dawn said. 




“Instant, indelible sun tan,” House remarked. “Nice.”




“Just their skin color?” Lee asked. “Or all the other traits as well.”




“I’m guessing all the traits as well,” Sabrina said. “The spell basically makes them look like an ancestor. It’s just, instead of telling it to choose their grandparents, I cast it so it would go back about fifteen hundred generations.”




“Nobody’s going to have blue eyes,” Lee remarked, and sipped his beer. “Or lactose tolerance for that matter.”




“Sabrina, where did you get that spell?” Dawn asked, worried.




“Oh, I remembered it from my aunts’ grimoire,” Sabrina answered. “I’d thought about using it for Halloween or something, but this was much handier.”




“That’s my girl,” Salem purred.




Dawn exchanged a look with John. It wasn’t a happy look.




“So, House,” Lee said, changing the subject, “you staying for the big meeting in Cleveland?”




“That’s the plan,” House answered. “Shang doesn’t travel much, so he sent me ahead. I’m to bring back a bag of the best schwag and be his proxy for the class president vote.”




“We’re leaving for Cleveland on Thursday,” Dawn told him. “You’re welcome to join us.”




House shook his head. 




“Going up to Princeton first, check up on some folks,” he said. “But save me a spot on the front row for the panel talks.”




After the fire had burned low, Dawn headed back to bed. She changed into pajamas and climbed into bed with Dima. He turned over in his sleep as soon as her weight bent the mattress.




“You okay, baby?” she asked him softly, cuddling up and arranging her pillow.




He made a hmmm noise without waking up.




In not quite a week, she would be back in Cleveland. Only this time she was bringing her boyfriend and all her college friends. She had news on the prophesy, on the work she’d done, and on Sycorax. And she also had to tell her family and friends that she had to go back to all those worlds she’d skipped through and put them right.




Dima brought his arm up around her.




“I love you,” she whispered to him.




“Mmm, love you too,” he murmured back.




Maybe it would be okay.




She closed her eyes and fell asleep, safe in Dima’s arms.
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