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         The first step of the morning was always the most difficult.  The siren song of the mattress had a powerful voice, more than any supervillain in the world, but Budi had a routine that served him well.  It took seventeen minutes from turning off the annoying buzz of his phone to stepping into a Florida Starbucks with a discount card in hand for his usual order, still smelling fresh from soap and after shave lotion. 



“Good morning, Mister Budi,” said the cheerful clerk, placing two cups on the counter in front of the line of impatient people.  “Right on the dot.  I already processed your order with the card on record.”



“Thank you,” said Budi, scooping up the two cups and dropping a five dollar bill on the counter.



“You’re wel—”  The clerk stared at the empty place in front of the counter before turning to his next customer.  “Name, sir?”



One step to the office to put one coffee on the end table, a moment to open the top of the lid and take a quick sip, and Bundi checked his phone for his first ride of the day.  It was — of course — Miami, which involved a bit of backtracking.  The businessman was standing at the Uber pickup point as the order listed, slightly ahead of time and looking slightly uneasy, much like most passengers.  He gave a little jump when Budi stepped up beside him and cleared his throat.



“Oh, Mister Budi, I presume?”  The businessman put away his phone and picked up his suitcase, then paused as if trying to figure out who would be carrying it on the trip.  “It’s within the weight limit on the website,” he added rather weakly.



“Just keep a firm grip on it, sir.  I’ll hold you by the elbow, and I’ll need you to step forward when I do, please.”  Budi grasped the proffered elbow and gave the nervous passenger a sideways look.  “It only takes a moment, and you should not experience any discomfort.”



“I’ve heard that, or I wouldn’t have booked a trip,” said the man, getting lined up and prepared to take his own step.  “I had three different travel agents mangle my booking for today— Oh, we’re here,” he added, blinking in the harsh lighting of the LAX Uber pickup area.  “Now, all I need is to get a ride to the convention center and I’ll be ready for this morning to start.  Thank you, sir.”



“I can drop you off at the entrance of the Hilton next to the convention center,” said Budi.  He tried not to cough at the acrid smell of exhaust fumes and jet fuel, but it was inevitable.  “That will save you at least an hour in LA traffic.  I’d take you to the bus hub in that area, but they’re probably not open yet.”



“Oh, that would be great.  When— And we’re here again,” said the businessman at the relative darkness that surrounded them as the towering glass hotel building was not reflecting any of the dawn, still at least an hour away.



“Is this acceptable, sir?”  Budi checked his phone as it readjusted to the change in location and cell phone towers.  Normally, he restricted himself to the airport pickup and drop spots, but his wife was a ComicCon fan, and he had been to the LA convention center many times.  Plus, traffic around LA stunk.



“A darned sight more than just acceptable.  Here,” added the businessman as he pressed several twenty-dollar bills into Budi’s hand.  “That’s in addition to tipping in the app.  I thought this was going to be another one of those superhero flop projects, like Captain Wings air tours of Central Park, or Prince Aquatica’s underwater adventures, but this is worth it at twice the price.”



“It keeps me busy and I don’t have to wear spandex,” said Budi, who was still waiting on his phone to cycle.  “Besides, Captain Teleporter really is not a good superhero power.  I’ll leave fighting bank robbers and world-ending death rays to the capes.”



“Well, you saved my world and my presentation before the board today,” said the businessman, who pulled out the handle on his suitcase and started to tow it into the hotel lobby.  “I owe you, bigtime.  Thanks again.”



But he was talking to an empty street, since Budi was headed to his next pickup.



Routine was not a word that fit well with his job.  That implied a series of tasks all alike.  Instead, Budi had far more different tasks with certain similarities, i.e. they all involved somebody wanting to go somewhere else, in a hurry.  Most of his morning passengers were about as normal as ever.  One was exceptional.



The nurse let out a little shriek when Budi tapped her on the shoulder, which was something he still had not gotten used to.  Instinctive reaction put him two meters back when she whirled around.



“Who are you?  I mean, you’re the transportation we’re waiting on?  How did you get in here?”  The nurse gave a panicked look at the door out of the hospital room, which was only a step away.



“Massachusetts General says you have an organ for transportation to Cedars Sinai,” said Budi, who tucked away his phone and regarded the red and white striped cooler, as well as the paper form taped to the top.  “It should be well under my weight limit.  Do you need me to sign anything?”



“No, I don’t think—”



The Emergency Room at Cedars Sinai was a maze of activity, and it took Budi a moment to catch the sleeve of a passing nurse.  It was probably a little rude to step away like that, but smoothing ruffled feathers cut into his work schedule.  “I have an organ transport for delivery, going to—” he checked the paper tag on the cooler “—Doctor Warren.  It’s urgent.”



“Oh, you must be Bundi.  Just one moment.”  The nurse checked something on a nearby terminal and added, “The doctor is doing a transplant in the West Hollywood campus, not here.  Do you need any assistance?”



Bundi made a face.  “I don’t have a memorized point for that location.  Let me check with Center.”



“I’ll make a call to the helipad,” said the nurse, who had a phone handset from her desk already and was dialing.



After a few moments on the phone with Center, Bundi hung up the call with a scowl.  “I should probably tag along on the helicopter ride, so I can establish a point for later.”



“There’s going to be a helicopter ready on the roof by the time we get there.”  The nurse hefted the cooler onto a cart that an orderly had pushed to them and started in the direction of the elevator.  “I can’t tell you how much we appreciate this.  You must have a very busy schedule.”



Bundi glanced at his phone, which had just chirped with a red icon.  He talked on the phone for a few minutes while the elevator was traveling, ending the call as the door slid open.



“How long will it take to get to the other hospital?  I’ve got an emergency request from one of the hero groups… Well, not that much of an emergency.  Fifteen minutes?”



“Twenty, I think,” said the nurse.



The pilot confirmed their travel time, and Budi settled down in the passenger compartment with a spare helmet to protect his hearing.  He sent a few text messages, gave a grim chuckle at the response, and generally considered how long it took to travel any distance in Los Angeles even by air.  The helicopter slowed to land, then spun the blades down as Budi hefted the cooler.



“Don’t forget the helmet, sir,” said the pilot over the intercom.  “People wander off with those all the time.”



“It will just take a minute.”  Budi could actually see his destination, and stepped out with the cooler in both hands.  It took a little more than a minute in the heli pad office, but he got the donor organ into the hands of the transplant team waiting for it, gave his surroundings a good, long examination, and stepped back into the helicopter.  “Beverly Hills,” he said.  “Looks nice from up here.”



“Looking is about all I can afford,” said the pilot.  “Thanks,” he added when Budi handed him the helmet back.



But he was gone, leaving behind the helmet with a short stack of twenty-dollar bills in it, and a note encouraging the pilot to buy his wife something nice.  Which reminded Bundi of something else as he stepped into the Pacific Regional Guardians hanger.



“Hey, Popper!”  Ghost Shroud glided down the stairs with practiced ease, waving as she approached.  “Sorry for dragging you away from work, but Mechhead took the Guardian Plane apart, and we have an urgent call from Doctor Malacia, claiming that he has hostages.”



“I’ll bet.  It’s his birthday, after all.”  Budi looked around the hanger, and the various aircraft in various states of repair, mostly in parts.  “You really need to get one aircraft for your hero team and lock it away from your local mechanical empath.”



“Wait a minute,” said Shroud, holding up one pale hand.  “It’s Doctor Malacia’s birthday, and that’s why she kidnapped some hostages?”



“Nobody ever wants to attend her parties,” said Budi.  “I only worked for her a few months, before I found out she was a supervillain.  Are you bringing a present?”



“A present?”  Ghost Shroud glided to a stop while Budi kept walking in the direction of the canteen.



“The weirder the better,” he called back over his shoulder.  “Bonus points if you have no idea what it does.  I’m going to grab a soda and hit the bathroom.”



By the time he got out of the bathroom, the Guardians had gathered together for transport.  Steel Rain lurked in the back, giving furtive little glances at the disassembled aircraft like he could slap a working vehicle together in a few minutes.  Cascade strode forward as Budi approached, with hand extended out to shake.



“Glad you’re not taking Susu’s injuries personally, Bud.  Doctor Malacia will pay for it this time, I promise.”  



Two steps later, Budi was back in the hangar, wiping his hand.  “I love your new tank.”



A general wave of embarrassed foot-examination followed.  “He’s a temp from Canada,” said Hopscotch.  “With Susu out of the group for a while, we needed a heavy hitter.  How much longer will she be out?”



“Two or three months,” said Budi while typing on his phone.  “She’s in her therapy session right now.  Did you find a present for Doctor Malacia?”



“Professor Darkness had this widget during his last bank robbery.”  Ghost Shroud held out a metallic widget that seemed to have no real edges or controls.  “He couldn’t get it to work, and dropped it when he fled.”



“That’ll keep Doctor Malacia busy for a few weeks.  I know of a place that wraps gifts.”



Two steps later, he handed the present back to Shroud, trying not to look at the bright pink bow.  “They mostly wrap children’s presents,” he muttered.



It took several more steps to transfer the rest of the group to the East Coast base, where they could get an aircraft that Mechhead had not ‘improved’ yet and make their scheduled appointment.  Gemini was the last members to be transferred, mostly because they could not decide which costume to wear.



“Girls, you’re fine,” said Budi, checking his phone.  “I’ve got another appointment coming up.”



“But it’s her birthday,” said Gemini.



“There will be photos,” said Gemini.  “We need to look different.”



“But still alike,” said Gemini.



“You look fine.”  Budi grabbed one elbow in each hand and stepped.  “The rest of them are getting on the airplane.  Tell Doctor Malacia hi for me, and see if she has my check for the last pay period.”








It was afternoon before Budi had a chance to grab lunch at a hot dog stand.  The delay was longer than he expected since an authentic Chicago dog took time to make, and his favorite vendor did not take credit cards.  He took a little more time to chat since moving and talking always wound up in a terrible mess, and washed up in a south Texas bathroom that had never disappointed him with their cleanliness.  Then it was back to work.



Unfortunately, the afternoon was not as easy.








“Does your mother always take this long to get ready for a vacation?”  Budi was kneeling on the thick carpet of the Hilton in order not to tower over the young girl while her father was off trying to encourage his wife to greater effort before their allocated transportation slot was over.  The girl was the picture of youthful innocence, the kind of indoors kid who never waded through a mud puddle or climbed an old dangerous tree.  She was also the kind of child who was terribly suspicious of crossing large distances with a single step.



“I think mommy’s afraid of you,” stated the child as if it were an inevitable fact of life.  “I bet it hurts when you do your magic thing, like my ear infection.”  She sniffed and wiped her nose on the back of her dress sleeve.  “Do you have medicine to take like me?”



“No, nothing more than my morning vitamins.”  He lowered his voice.  “I like the chewable ones that look like cartoon characters.”



“I have to take liquids since I can’t swallow pills,” declared the child.  She eyed him for a time, ignoring the other people moving around the hotel lobby.  “I wish we could take an airplane.”



“Your father said the altitude change could hurt your ears.  How about we start with something short.  Like over there.”  He pointed at the other side of the hotel lobby.



The girl eyed him back.  “Just over there,” she said slowly.  “And not all the way to the cruisey ship.”



“You have my word,” said Budi.  “One step, not to the cruise ship terminal.  I’ll need you to hold my arm, and… Oops.”



The Grand Canyon spread out in front of them in glorious beauty, from the sparse vegetation flowering in scattered places to the reds and browns of layered in horizontal array.  It had taken a moment for Budi to come up with a memorized location at roughly the same elevation as Denver, but he did not wait for a reaction and stepped again.



“Machu Picchu,” he said.  “The ancient Incans really appreciated their mountains, but—”



The hotel lobby surrounded them again, warm and filled with people who generally ignored them.  “Took me a bit to find the other end of the room,” he added to the awestruck child.  “Didn’t hurt a bit, did it?”



“My ears popped a little,” she admitted.  She yawned and wiggled her jaw.  “Worth it.”



In the end, Budi took the child to the cruise terminal in a series of short hops so her ears could adjust, with possibly one or two quick steps to see some of the more scenic outdoor areas that Budi had discovered over the years.



He did not get a tip.  It was fine.
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         Really, really, really not wanting to mewl like a kitten, Polaris still couldn't quite keep his ears from folding or his tail from lashing. "But the data show—"



"Data?" Professor Nacreous waved her paw, a tinkling of bells accompanying the rippling blue wave that pushed aside the papers Polaris had set on her desk. "We study magic here at Capitolia Feline University, Polaris, and magic is all about feeling and control, not about measurements and studying." Her nose wrinkled as if she'd smelled something overripe. "That reprobate Moggy has set us back decades with her insistence on jotting everything down in books." A shiver rustled the professor's long silvery fur.



It took even more effort for Polaris not to leap to Moggy's defense. But, well, Moggy was a national hero, the leader of the Champions of Marigold, the feline whose efforts had kept Bathetic, the Salamander Lord of Pandemonium, from taking over the whole Realm. She didn't need a slab of nothing like Polaris defending her...



Fortunately, the opportunity for him to speak never came; the professor went on speaking as if she hadn't noticed Polaris's reaction. Which she probably hadn't. So few people ever did notice him, after all.



"You're very knowledgeable, Polaris," she was saying, "but knowledge can only get a cat so far in the magical arts." Her glow wrapped around his papers, lifted them, folded them neatly, and deposited them on the part of the desk in front of him. "It might be worthwhile at this point in your academic career to consider your true goals and prospects before you no longer have a voice—or a choice—about whether you'll be continuing here."



It took him a moment to unroll that sentence. Was she saying that he might be expelled?



The smile that spread under her whiskers made him think of a wilting flower: sideways and wrinkled and not quite right. "Off you go, now, and try to concentrate more on what your magic actually does instead of what your paperwork says it ought to do." She closed her eyes and settled back in her chair, tucking her front paws under herself.



A sign that she was done talking, Polaris figured. Which suited him fine: sending a caramel-colored swirl of light out to gather his papers, he slipped from the professor's office into the hallway, stopping to lick his paw till the fur looked white to him again. Not that anything had stained it. Professor Nacreous wouldn't allow good, honest dust anywhere near her...



It just made him want to spit. He'd been aiming for Feline U since he'd learned his first spell, but honestly? The place had been falling short of his expectations the entire three years he'd been a student. He started for the stairs, his magic trailing his treatise after him as droopily as his tail.



The year before he'd arrived, Moggy had only missed being named class valedictorian, the stories said, because she came from a family of library workers with no standing in Capitolia's political pecking order. Still, she'd had her choice of nearly any posting throughout the Realm of Marigold, and she'd gone off to the depths of the Tanglewood to run a podunk little library in Stillwater Township, a place that hadn't had a properly trained mage in close to a century. Probably because she'd known that she wouldn't have to deal with felines like Professor Nacreous ever again out there...



That was where she'd found the records talking about Bathetic's attempts to break through from Pandemonium into Marigold, where she'd seen the signs that he was trying again, where she'd pulled together her team and stopped the salamander when he'd actually pierced the barriers between the Realms. That was the sort of thing Polaris dreamed about.



Those dreams seemed to fade with each step he took down the stairway and out into the spring afternoon sunlight of north campus. It wasn't that he minded leaving the university, he had to admit, but he wanted to do it on his terms. He wanted to look with half-closed eyes at the professors who kept sniffing at his research—who kept sniffing at the very concept of research—wanted to tell them that he'd earned the right to do what he wanted and that he didn't need them.



Now, though? Now it turned out that they didn't need him. Or maybe it was more that they didn't want him. Because they definitely needed somebody to shake them up like Moggy had, somebody to show them how the data they were ignoring was important, somebody to poke a claw at their noses and detail for them their collective ignorance.



Just somebody who wasn't a nobody...



He sighed. But fine. If Feline U wasn't for him, he'd just have to find a place that was.








"Wait." Buttons stared at Polaris the way she did sometimes, the whippet's tongue lolling out just a bit and her ears canting back. "You're applying Towser's Harmonizing Principle to the decay rate of magical inscriptions?"



Polaris blinked back, then gestured to the clay tablets the excavation team had carefully stacked in the tent the research team was using. "I couldn't see a reason not to. In fact, Towser's theories are perfect for recovering data from ancient texts like these."



"But you're feline!" Like most canines Polaris had met, Buttons sort of wriggled in place when she got excited. "How do you even know who Towser was?"



Not wanting to bristle, Polaris still did a little bit. "Why wouldn't I know the work of one of the greatest magical thinkers in the history of Marigold?"



"But—!" Buttons leaped onto all fours. "Towser was canine! I mean, when he went to present his findings at the Feline University in Capitolia, they thought he was with the caterers and tried to send him around to the service entrance!"



That got Polaris's tail lashing. "Don't even talk to me about Feline U."



"But..." Saying it this time, Buttons folded her ears completely. "I saw on your résumé that you went there."



"I left there." With an effort, Polaris settled his tail. Three years later, it still hurt to talk about. "Their magic was all theory and no practice, and that wasn't the sort of thing I was interested in at all." Stretching his whiskers, he let beige lightning crackle out to check that the tablets' magical fields were strengthening as the chemical reagents Towser had called for did their work. "This is the magic I want to do: the kind that learns and grows and digs things up and measures them."



Buttons gaped her jaws in a canine smile. "I'm so glad we found you for this project, Polaris." She crooked a claw over her shoulder. "But I just came in to tell you that Parisol's brought the field crew back for lunch, and they've got a whole new batch of inscriptions from the site."



Polaris wanted to do a happy little dance at the thought, but too much jarring wasn't good for the harmonizing spell. He did nod at her, though. "Thanks, Buttons. I'm really glad I found this project, too."



She nodded as well, turned, and padded out of the tent, and only then did Polaris let himself sigh. He was glad, of course, to be here and to be doing this, but, well, ever since he'd left the university, he'd been taking these out-of-the-way, obscure field jobs: canine crews with a few avians to do aerial surveys and every once in a while a feline or two keeping the books or working as quartermaster if the team was big enough. And while he enjoyed the work and had helped uncover a lot of fascinating information about Marigold's past—



He hadn't solved any ancient puzzles, hadn't unearthed any ancient monsters, hadn't done anything he could throw back into the smug muzzles of Professor Nacreous and the others like her. It just wasn't fair!



It was interesting, though. He stepped away from the stacked tablets to clear a space on the other table for the new field data reports.








"Whoa," Polaris said, the fur prickling along his back.



"You betcha." Tai gave his wings a slow flap, and the glowing cloud he'd conjured drifted further into the cavern, a few flickers here and there in the darkness suggesting where the ceiling and far walls might be. "Of course, everyone knows there's two cats you call when you find a big, weird hole in the ground, so soon as the team tunneled in, I declared the whole place off limits and took off to get you."



Ancient magic was stirring the base of Polaris's whiskers. Not daring to hope, he sent a glowing cloud of his own out to better illumine the wall immediately to his right, and his whole body tingled at the sight of the scrolls filling the shelves carved into the rock. "Oh, Tai..." Polaris stepped forward gingerly like the stone was wet. "Those glyphs! They're ancient Alsatian! I mean, I've only seen maybe five Alsatian scrolls since I left the university! This...this is amazing!"



Tai chuckled. "Unless it's all, like, some puppy from a thousand years ago trying to write his first poem."



"Even then." Polaris had to stop, sit, and bathe a front paw to calm himself. As much as he hated to admit it, magic items often did respond to the emotional states of the people around them, so he needed to settle down a little.



Behind him, Tai did some more chuckling. "That was pretty much Moggy's feeling, too, when we sent her word about this."



Polaris's insides went cold and hot at the same time, and he glanced over his shoulder. "You...you sent word to Moggy?"



"Like I said." Tai held up a wing, a couple of primary feathers extended. "You call two cats for stuff like this: you and her. That's been standard operating procedure for, like, five years now."



It took effort for Polaris not to start hyperventilating. In the six years since he'd left Feline U, he'd worked a lot of dig sites, had refined his techniques for recovering data from ancient avian stone tablets, and had known vaguely that he was making a name for himself in the archeological community. But pairing him with Moggy? "You mean she's coming...here?"



A tiny bit of a smile curled the base of Tai's beak, but then a shout echoed down the tunnel from the camp outside. "Boss! Dragon incoming!"



"Got it!" Tai chirped loud enough to echo from the distant walls, then more quietly, he asked, "You don't have a problem with Moggy, do you, Pol?"



"No!" One syllable hardly seemed enough to convey his disagreement, so Polaris added, "Not at all!"



"Good. 'Cause that'll be her now." He spread his wings, magic drifting down from them and lifting him into a hover. "Come on; I'll introduce you."



Following Tai up and out through the tunnel, Polaris found his fretfulness growing with each step. When had he last had his claws trimmed? Was he covered with dust? What could he possibly say to Moggy, the feline who'd directly inspired nearly every choice he'd made with his life so far?



Part of him wanted to turn and scramble back into the cavern. Maybe it'd be more impressive if she came in and found him already at work on the scrolls! But if he did that, he wouldn't be there for Tai to introduce him, and that'd look weird, wouldn't it?



Completely unsure, he kept going, slinking out from the tunnel mouth into the sunlight, tropical thunderheads looming across the blue afternoon sky. He hadn't really had a chance to look things over when he'd come in, clinging to the basket gripped in Tai's talons for the two-hour flight over the jungle from the train depot at Ibis Junction, but he'd spent more than half a decade now living on dig sites exactly like this one.



Not that they were exactly the same, he corrected himself. Yes, the tents had a similar loose and moldy look whether they were squatting beneath the banana palms down south here or hugging the arroyo walls on the western plains, and the workers seemed to be similar people, too: rough but stalwart dogs and birds—and the occasional cat—doing their best to increase Marigold's knowledge of its own past.



Of course, those few times he'd been pressed into service to visit the more modern parts of Marigold in search of funding, he'd met those who disparaged the entire profession. After all, Princess Ptolemy had been ruling the Realm of Marigold for more than a thousand years: couldn't archeologists just ask her for information about whatever they needed to know?



It always made Polaris's ears fold. Did people not understand that the princess was a sphinx and therefore breathed an atmosphere of riddle and mystery? Not that Polaris had ever met her, but he—



"Polaris!" a voice squawked, shocking him from his whirling thoughts. He blinked in the direction of the squawk and saw Tai grinning an avian grin down at him. "As I was saying," the big eagle went on more quietly, "Moggy, this is Polaris, the other expert we brought in to look at the scrolls."



"Polaris," a much gentler, warmer, smoother voice said, and Polaris snapped his gaze down from Tai to the honey-colored feline beside him, her eyes bright and her whiskers perked. "It's such an honor to meet you! The work you've been doing to preserve ancient avian clay tablets is so important, I can't even begin to tell you!"



Excitement and magic literally crackled from her fur, and Polaris found that he couldn't move. Moggy. Sitting right in front of him, a couple years older than him, absolutely beautiful, and telling him that she not only knew who he was and what he was doing but that she thought it was worthwhile.



"Ummm," he managed to say.



"Moggy?" a rough voice asked from above, and Polaris snapped his head up and back to see a dragon looking down at them. "Where should I set up your tent?"



Every hair on Polaris's whole body seemed to bristle. It had been literally hundreds of years since the dragons had withdrawn to their Realm, sealed their borders, and refused to have any contact with the rest of the civilized world. And yes, Polaris had heard the earlier cry of 'dragon incoming,' but he'd assumed it was meant figuratively, not...not...



"Thanks, Shard." Moggy was beaming up at the dragon as if nothing completely impossible was happening at all. "Tai, can you show him a spot, please?"



"Sure." Tai spread his wings, magic crackling from them, and drifted up to the dragon's pointed, purple snout, each tooth in that snout—and there were way too many of them as far as Polaris was concerned—bigger than each of Tai's individual talons. "Besides, me and Shard's got an appointment for some racing as long as he's here."



Shard shook his head. "I don't want to show you up in front of your whole crew, Tai." A slow smile unveiled even more teeth. "Not again, I mean..."



The air between them literally sparking, Polaris felt torn between staying frozen on the spot and making a pell-mell dash for the cover of the jungle outside the camp's perimeter. But then a couple dozen pink bubbles suddenly percolated up, popping with a slew of musical tinkles that made Polaris think of tiny bells. "I hope," Moggy said into the silence that followed, "that we won't see a repeat of the rude conduct that marred the event last time?" She voiced it as a question, but Polaris could tell that she wasn't asking.



"Yeah, yeah," both the dragon and the eagle muttered, and that got much friendlier smiles spreading across their faces.



"Come on, then," Tai said, wheeling for the uphill portion of the site, tents there among the trees. "There's a couple great natural flight courses around here. I'll show you after you get unlimbered."



The dragon rose into the air, at least four times as big as the eagle, and Polaris could now see a whole pack of equipment strapped into place between the purple leathery wings extending from his back.



"Those two," Moggy muttered, but when Polaris glanced over at her, she was smiling toward them. Then she turned that smile toward him, and the whole rest of the world disappeared. "So! Where are these Alsatian scrolls?"



Somehow, Polaris managed to lead her toward the hole in the side of the mound. "I only just arrived myself about half an hour ago," he said, feeling like he was stuttering even though his ears told him he wasn't. "Tai was just showing me the site when the call went up that a dragon was arriving." The curiosity that had been gnawing quietly at him for the last several moments began taking bigger bites, and he glanced back at her. "Would it be rude of me to ask about Shard?"



"Not really." Moggy shrugged. "I don't know the whole story, I'm afraid—I don't have to tell you that asking Princess Ptolemy a direct question never works—but apparently the last thing the king of the dragons did before he sealed the borders of the Dragonlands five hundred years ago was to give Shard's egg to the princess. Shard grew up in the palace, and I met him when I was across the street at Feline U; he's helped me out a lot with the little problems I keep coming across."



Something between a thrill and a chill rustled through Polaris's fur. "And you think these scrolls might be one of those little problems?"



"Probably not," she said, but the perk of her ears and the spring in her step made Polaris wonder if she was hoping otherwise. "The Alsatians were the foremost practitioners of the magical arts among the various canine tribes before the unification that presaged the formation of Marigold, though, so anything's possible."



Polaris nodded, stepping into the downward-sloping tunnel. "Towser was half Alsatian, after all, and the way his principles work so well with preservation spells—"



"It's completely fascinating!" A rush of air beside him, and Moggy slipped in between him and the wall of the tunnel, a ball of light sparking into existence ahead of her. "I've always found Towser's theories so beautiful to work through mathematically, but to learn that they're also useful in practical matters? It gets my whiskers quivering!"



Staring across at her face, Polaris couldn't help but notice that her whiskers were in fact quivering.



"Tell me all about it!" she continued, then her ears fell, the enthusiasm that was radiating from her almost as brightly as the light from her spell dampening. "I mean, if you wouldn't mind, Dr. Polaris."



Her use of the title splashed against him as cold and sloppy as a mudball, but with an effort, he kept his own ears from falling. "Oh, I'm not a doctor: I dropped out of Feline U way before things got to that point. But I'll be glad to talk about how I'm expanding on Towser's work if you're interested."



"Yes, please." She brightened up.



And not only did she listen to him as they made their way down the tunnel into the cavern, but she also asked several questions that showed she understood what he was talking about. It had been literally a decade since Polaris had spoken so easily and comfortably to another feline, and it was as if he could feel multiple clenches throughout his whole midsection loosening with each step they took.



"Fascinating," she said again as they moved out of the tunnel, the massive underground space almost swallowing the light of her spell. "So you're using a mixture of chemical reagents and magical metonymy to have the tablets essentially heal themselves, strengthening their power and therefore making the text outlining that power more legible."



"Exactly!" he was about to shout, but the word caught in his throat when a different shade of light flickered across the stone in front of them. Raising his head, he found himself looking at an enormous canine wavering all green and ghostly in front of the shelves with the scrolls.



So instead, he said, "Ummm..."



"Hmmm?" Moggy asked. "Am I misunderstanding the process?"



"Ummm," Polaris said again, pointing a shaking paw.



Black fire seemed to sputter in the holes in the canine's eyes; its lips pulled back, and it barked a word that it took Polaris a moment to recognize. He'd never heard ancient Alsatian spoken, but he could hold his own in several other canine languages: "filthy felines" would've been a polite translation of what the ghost—or whatever it was—had just called him and Moggy. "You defile this holy place!" the canine went on as far as Polaris could tell. "So I shall defile your corpses once I've finished killing you!"



"Ummm," Polaris heard himself say for the third time, not certain at this point if he could manage any other sound.



Beside him, though— "Oh, Trustworthy Spirit!" Moggy cried in perfect Alsatian. She padded forward a few steps, Polaris staring at her, and bowed, one forepaw flourishing into the air. "Please still your righteous wrath and turn a generous ear to a humble seeker of knowledge."



"What?" the ghost yipped, the black fire freezing in his eyes. "You...you speak the Shepherd's Tongue?"



"Of course!" Moggy sat, and what she said next came out more quickly than Polaris could follow: something about how she and her colleague had just been discussing a great canine scientist. She turned back, and Polaris couldn't miss the shiver in her whiskers. "Isn't that true, Polaris?"



Trying to claw the Alsatian words from his brain, Polaris bowed. "Forgiveness," he said, sure it wasn't right but just as sure that it was close. "My familiarness is better toward Dalmatian." He switched quickly to that language, less growly than Alsatian on the throat, he'd always thought, and with a vocabulary he actually knew. "The work of the great scientist Towser taught me how to speak—"



"Towser?" The ghost blinked several times, then continued in Dalmatian, "You want me to believe that you degenerate felines have any idea who Towser of Birken Downs is?"



Knowing that this was absolutely the wrong place to get defensive about it, Polaris still couldn't keep his tail from lashing. "Towser's theories are indispensable for anyone seeking to understand how to preserve ancient texts! Just because no one's ever used them that way before—"



"Wait." The ghost's glowing green ectoplasm turned to mist and petered out about halfway along his back, but he flopped back and sat even though his didn't technically have hind legs. "You can't mean that you're applying Towser's Harmonizing Principle to the decay rate of magical manuscripts."



"Well, yes," Polaris said, looking from the ghost to Moggy, both of them nearly glowing with excitement. "It seemed the obvious application for the—"



"Show me." With a flick of a shadowy paw about half the size of Polaris's whole head, the ghost caused a scroll to shoot from the shelves behind him straight at Polaris's face.



Polaris winced, but the scroll jerked to a stop before it could strike him and floated there in front of him. "Now," the ghost said, and a part of Polaris's brain noted that he'd gone back to speaking Alsatian.



"Ummm," Polaris said, trying to think in that old canine language and failing. He could still manage Dalmatian, though. "My experience with this method has been entirely focused on ancient avian tablets! I've yet to try it on—"



"Show me," the ghost said again, and another flick of his paw wrapped a sudden coil of green light around Moggy's neck. "Or the she-feline dies."



Moggy froze, but neither her whiskers nor her ears drooped, everything about her seemingly as excited as before some giant dead canine threatened to strangle her. "If you wouldn't mind, Polaris," she said, also in Dalmatian, Polaris's brain again noted. "I'd love to see your technique at work."



Unsure in every way that he could be, Polaris looked back and forth between them both again. "I...I'll need the proper reagents in order to—"



This time when the ghost flicked his paw, it sent a streamer of green light crackling deep into the darkness of the cave. Every hair on Polaris's body sprang up, but the streamer returned almost instantly without bringing a dozen more ghosts or instant fiery death. Instead, it was bearing an elaborately carved wooden chest, whisking it out of the darkness and depositing it on the rough stone beside Polaris.



Familiar scents and vibration tickled his whiskers. "Are these—?"



"Reagents." The canine ghost used the Dalmatian word, then cocked his head. "Though when you say 'reagents,'" he continued in that language, "I assume you mean those chemicals that are used to strengthen and reinforce a magical spell or process." His ears drooped a bit. "I've not spoken Dalmatian in centuries or possibly millennia depending on what year it currently is."



"Ummm," was once again all Polaris could manage, struggling to arrange words that might express at least one of the multiple questions and answers crashing around in his head.



"Well," Moggy said, the very image of perkiness despite the green fire looped around her neck. "Regulus the Fourth became the last leader of the Alsatian Coalition in what we call 44 BP: that was forty-four years before Princess Ptolemy united the canines, felines, and avians to form the Realm of Marigold."



"Regulus the Fourth?" The ghost blinked those blazing black eyes at her. "I volunteered to became the spirit guardian of this repository during the sixteenth year in the reign of Regulus the Third."



"Ah." Moggy nodded. "Then it's been nearly thirteen hundred years since you last spoke Dalmatian."



Shaking his head, the canine made a little clicking noise with his mouth. "Time certainly does fly when you're dead." He swung his attention back to Polaris and placed a ghostly green paw on the wooden chest. "This is one of Towser's own cases, so I assume the reagents you need will be inside."



Polaris's fur had started to settle during the discussion, but now it shot back up again. "Towser's own..." He didn't want to get any closer to the ghost, of course, but the thought of examining an item that had belonged to the great scholar himself inched Polaris forward. "How did it come here?"



The canine smiled, something that made him look a lot less like an undead horror. "We went to school together, actually, Towser and I. He's the one who taught me Dalmatian." He brushed a paw at his cloudy green chest. "I joined the Guardian Corps afterwards while Towser continued his scientific and magical studies. We kept in touch as the decades went on, and after he died, when the Coalition was looking for a guardian for his final library, well, I wasn't far from death myself at that point. So I stepped up, and here we are."



His smile vanished, and he lowered his hideous visage to glare at Polaris. "Right here," he growled, "waiting for you to prove to me that you two aren't just a couple fast-talking felines whose interiors ought to be decorating the walls and floor for yards and yards around us."



The way his fur was prickling, Polaris couldn't imagine it would ever again settle into its proper place.



But Moggy was clapping her paws. "Oh, this is amazing! Towser's original manuscripts have a place of honor, of course, in the Capitolia Archives, but none of his work from his final years has ever been found! We have letters he wrote during that period hinting at breakthroughs in the field of numinous energy storage, but his actual notes were long thought to be lost!"



"Not lost," the ghost said, nothing smooth or friendly about him now. "Hidden. Turning stored numinous energy into compact but powerful explosives would be simple and devastating should the knowledge ever fall into the clutches of those who might not have the Alsatian Coalition's best interests at heart." The ghost's green fire surged down his leg and shoved the wooden case toward Polaris. "But if your demonstration is successful, cat, it's entirely possible that your colleague won't feel the force of it melting the flesh from her bones."



"Ummm..." Tearing his gaze away from the canine took so much effort, Polaris almost tipped over frontwards. But he had to see Moggy, could only imagine the hurt and fear that must be filling her face.



Except that she hadn't stopped sitting there calmly and smiling exactly as before. "Go ahead." She nodded to the scroll still floating in front of Polaris. "If there's anything I can do to help, let me know." She blinked and glanced up at the ghost. "Or is this something he has to do alone?"



The canine cocked his head. "I don't see why it should be. You're both equally on trial here, after all."



"Thank you." Moggy nodded, then turned that impossible smile back toward Polaris. "So how about if you narrate the steps of the process as you go about it? That way, if something strikes you as off, you can mention it, and if I or our new friend here have any questions, we can raise them." She looked once more at the ghost. "I'm assuming, sir, that you'd rather not see this scroll become damaged during the demonstration, so let me invite you please to raise any concerns you might have during the course of the proceedings."



The blank incredulity that Polaris was seeing on the ghost's wavering face, he was sure, matched the astonishment he himself was feeling. "You," the ghost said, "aren't anything like the felines I recall running up against when I was alive."



Moggy gave a little laugh. "I'm not sure if you meant that as a compliment, sir, but I'm going to take it that way if you don't mind."



The ghost waved a paw. "Go right ahead. And call me Cavett. Since we're all becoming such good friends..."



His teeth when he grinned made Polaris doubt that last statement. But then the green fire oozing from the ghost moved the scroll closer, and Polaris remembered that the life of the Realm's greatest hero depended on him correctly applying a magical method he'd come up with in a way it had never been applied before.



I can't do this! he wanted to whimper. I'm more of a nobody than anybody in the history of Marigold has ever been! How can Moggy possibly believe that I—?



"Step one," Moggy said, "I'm guessing, would be addressing how a scroll differs from a clay tablet. It's not likely to shatter, for instance, no matter how many hundreds of years old it is, but tearing or shredding would be real dangers."



"Yes!" Polaris more gasped than said, forcing himself to focus on the project instead of the horrible things surrounding that project. "It's the same protection spell for both scrolls and tablets, but you only use a tenth as much reagent on a scroll!" Stepping forward, he sent his magic in sputtering brown curls to pluck at the drawers of the wooden chest.



As the ghost—or Cavett, he supposed he should think now that he knew the name—had promised, the case was fully stocked and organized exactly the same way as every other reagent case Polaris had dealt with over the years. Which made sense: the treatises Towser had written detailing the safest ways to store reagents were still followed by people who didn't want to set themselves or their surroundings on fire...



Talking the steps out in Dalmatian, he found, really helped his nerves, and Moggy kept bringing up points that made him stop, consider what he was doing, and sometimes rethink his approach. Cavett seemed to get into it too, asking during Step Five if anhydrite might be a better reagent than pyrite for something that was softer than a slab of stone.



"Ummm," Polaris said, quickly stoppering the pyrite bottle before making what he realized would've been a horrendous and flammable mistake. "Yes, that's an incredibly good point, sir."



Cavett beamed and nudged Moggy with an elbow so big that, if he'd been more physically present, it likely would've tipped her over sideways. "Towser always said I had a head for magic, but I preferred being a guardian. More thumping villains about the heads and shoulders with sticks involved, you know."



And by Step Eight, the scroll was unrolled and floating in a slightly different sort of regenerative field than Polaris was used to dealing with. But the paper was holding together, and the glyphs on it were darkening with each passing instant.



Peering close at it, Cavett shook his head. "Well, I'll be dipped. Seems like I owe you folks an apology." And a flick of his paw dissipated the green fire that Polaris had forgotten was still circling Moggy's neck. "I'd be mighty interested in hearing more about this Princess Ptolemy and the Realm of Marigold you keep mentioning, too."



"Of course!" Moggy stretched, Polaris unable to keep from glancing sideways at her lithe movements. "Gracious! That certainly took some doing! I'm surprised Tai and Shard didn't come looking for us."



"Oh, they're trying," Cavett said with a yawn. "At least, someone's been slamming magic and rocks and shovels and each other and all sorts of things against the barrier I used to block that opening with when you two walked in."



So that took some more doing, Moggy trotting up the tunnel to send a communication spell out to the frantic dragon and eagle. "The whole camp," she told Polaris later that evening, "seemed to be pitching in to see if they could dig us out. It was quite inspiring to see."



They introduced Cavett to Tai and Merryweather, the canine in charge of the dig team, at that point. Shard, smoke puffing from his nostrils and teeth showing prominently, had wanted to have a few words with Cavett, too, but Moggy pointed out that the tunnel was much too small for him to fit.



That started a discussion about using Polaris's technique to strengthen all the scrolls; Cavett thought that, if they could carry them outside, he might be able to go outside with them. A quick look showed Polaris that the case didn't have nearly enough reagents for that, but he felt sure that the Ibis Junction apothecary shop would have most of what they needed to get started. Moggy gave his list to Shard and Tai, and the two were in much better moods when they got back.



By then, he and Moggy had developed a plan for treating the archive. Cavett had approved, and after a quick break for supper, they got started.



"Amazing!" Moggy said when they'd finished the first application: it was around midnight, but Polaris had never felt more alert and alive in his entire life. "You really need to come to Stillwater and start teaching the process!"



"Teaching?" Polaris blinked at her. "Teaching who?"



"Didn't I mention?" She gave one of her dazzling smiles, the magical torches in Cavett's cave making her eyes sparkle. "I'm starting a university, one that'll teach all sorts of things to anyone who wants to know them."



"Yes," Polaris said, not needing to hear anything else. "If it means more things like this, then absolutely yes."



She did a little dance with her front paws on the stone, and Polaris felt everything clicking into place around him for the first time in his life.
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