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One









Sprawled on the damp earth, night blooming jasmine crushed under my elbow, I reached into the dryer vent pipe and hoped there was nothing in there waiting to bite my fingers. Above me, two zap lizards clung to the gutter, keeping up their litany of scolding cheeps, which were echoed and amplified by other zap lizards in the neighborhood. The breezy spring day encouraged them to bask on every available surface, so we had quite an audience.

I was supposed to be finalizing the welcome packet for the interns starting tomorrow, but no, I had to do this instead. Stupid zap lizards.

“This is your own fault.” Using an old pair of hemostats to extend my reach, I extracted a dried coil of jasmine vine to a crescendo of complaints from the zap lizards above. “A-plus for construction, F for location.” For a zap lizard, this cozy arrangement of plant material was PhD-level nest building; I’d once seen two eggs laid next to a ballpoint pen on the sidewalk.

Luckily, my verdiran housemate had noticed one of these parents slipping under the flap into the pipe a few weeks ago, or I’d have inadvertently killed the entire zap lizard family and possibly burned down the house the next time I’d turned on the dryer. Since then, Fred and I had been doing our laundry at my mother-in-law’s cottage on the other side of the yard while we waited for the hatchlings to leave. Antonia didn’t mind the intrusion — it gave her a chance to check on us.

A wad of compressed lint lay behind the nest. After I pulled it out, I stood up and motioned to Fred through the window. “Okay, turn it on.”

He nodded and switched on the electric leaf blower shoved into the vent pipe. A cloud of lint billowed out into the yard, followed by an unhindered stream of air. From the gutter came a chorus of agitated cheeps. “So find a better spot next time,” I told them. Then I started coughing again.

If the zap lizards ever did level up their nest building, they would take over this world and every other one accessible through the portals. They adapted to most environments, weren’t bothered by people, and could generate enough of a spark to ward off most predators. Their proclivity for laying unprotected eggs next to a long drop was the only thing keeping the population in check.

Even knowing that, I found it hard to let nature take its course. Antonia joked about me causing a local population explosion, but she wasn’t any better. She’d been clinging to a ladder during a storm last winter, shoring up the nest on the edge of her roof.

I waved at Fred to turn off the leaf blower, then zip-tied hardware cloth over the opening to keep the parents from rebuilding. Inside the house, the leaf blower pulsed. I wasn’t sure who enjoyed this new toy more, Fred or Taco, my gremlin, who loved to preen in front of the gust of air. Blue wings extended, Taco would hang onto the back of the chair and burble happily as her tiny body was nearly blown onto the kitchen table.

The blower’s battery had needed to be recharged twice since I’d brought it in from the shed three days ago and there were wisps of blue and green gremlin fur all over the kitchen, but at least it kept her busy enough that she hadn’t figured out our latest attempts to child-proof the cabinets.

Sometimes I wondered about my life choices, but the gremlin’s excited warbling made me smile as I picked lint from among the jasmine flowers.



[image: ]





The zap lizards tried to get back into the pipe for a solid twenty minutes as I watched from a beach chair ten feet away. Finally, they cheeped in disgust and flew off. My repair wasn’t pretty, but it wasn’t as if I could sell the house anyway. When it became clear the portals were more unstable in this area of an already-hard-hit state, housing prices had plummeted and never recovered. The amount I still owed on my mortgage was higher than the resale value.

Footsteps on the path behind me alerted me to Antonia’s presence. “Hello, Nessa.” When I turned, she pressed a mug into my hands. “Green tea. I know it’s not your favorite, but if you refuse to rest until you’re well, you can at least load up on antioxidants.” Today, she was wearing a lime green smock over jeans, which meant she was on her way to bring her foster kittens to visiting hours at the hospice.

I sipped tea and tried not to grimace at the taste of boiled grass. This was the compromise we had worked out since I’d inhaled a lungful of alien swamp water and ended up with pneumonia — she tried her best not to hover over me, and I drank green tea without arguing about the lack of peer-reviewed studies showing any concrete health benefits. “Thank you.” I gestured at the pipe. “We’re back in business.”

“You’re always welcome to come over with your laundry anyhow.” She waved at the window, beckoning Fred to come outside. “I just watched a module on plants, so I thought I’d teach it to both of you to help me remember.”

I sighed into my tea.

Antonia took to online American Sign Language classes as enthusiastically as she took to everything else. These days, she and Fred had whole conversations without referring to the translation app.

Fred enjoyed signing with me as well, but that was mostly because he thought my fumbling around trying to remember words was hilarious. I went along with it because this was how Fred and I dealt with him being shunned by his people — he pretended it didn’t bother him, and on his bad days I pretended I didn’t worry he might walk into the ocean.

If we had to communicate anything important, we used the translation app on our phones. The downside was knowing someone at the Department of Portal Analysis and Security was reading our conversations. Most of our chats were so inane, I wished them luck in their efforts.

After one last blast of the leaf blower, Fred came out of the house, carefully shutting the door after him so none of the menagerie could follow. He was wearing a bright red t-shirt that proclaimed ‘Please don’t send me with the landing party’. It had belonged to my husband, but it fit Fred and contrasted nicely with his green skin. He hadn’t yet asked me to explain what it meant, for which I was grateful, since Star Trek wasn’t on the list of shows I wanted to watch with him. He signed Good morning to Antonia as he descended the steps. I could still see the limp left over from his broken fibula, but only because I was looking for it.

Antonia gave him the second mug — she’d had it made specially for Fred with his picture plus Who says it’s not easy being green? in block letters — and returned the greeting. Then she crooked her finger for both of us to follow and turned to walk along the path between the raised beds. Fred sniffed the contents of the mug, looked at me, and crinkled his forehead in laughter. He knew how much I hated green tea.

I raised my middle finger at him and his forehead wrinkles increased. Maybe I couldn’t remember ninety percent of the ASL I studied, but we got a lot of mileage out of that one gesture.

We trailed along after Antonia as she taught us flower, tree, and plant. Plant used one hand to mimic something growing from a hole in the ground depicted by the other hand. Tree reminded me of jazz hands, except only on one side. Flower involved moving my hand from one side of my face to the other. As usual, Fred picked up words quickly. Meanwhile, I nearly poked myself in the eye.

“Pink flower. Yellow flower.” Antonia moved from one rose plant to the next.

“When did we learn colors?” I kept my voice low enough that Antonia didn’t hear. Fred couldn’t have understood, but he must have recognized my tone because he patted my shoulder.

When Antonia moved on to vegetables, I took another sip of the tea and shuddered. Grass water did not improve as it got colder.

Holding his own mug against his body with one elbow, Fred pointed over Antonia’s shoulder at the oak in my neighbor’s yard. What? When Antonia turned to look, Fred took my mug and tossed the contents on the roots of the rainbow chard. He held a finger to his lips when I laughed.

Antonia turned back and signed tree. That set off a round of what I liked to call “act like a toddler”, in which we moved from place to place, pointing at things and saying What? Since we’d only covered three new words and they didn’t apply to vegetables, I tried to keep us away from the vegetable bed — Antonia had memorized all the names earlier, but I couldn’t identify half the herbs in English.

Fred knew what I was doing and countered by leading us back toward the rosemary. I’d looked up insults a few weeks ago, but I couldn’t remember any of them, so I pointed at him. Flower.

The laugh lines on his forehead were so deep I wondered if verdirans had additional muscles there. He stood up taller, pointed to his chest, and signed tree.

Antonia shook her head and sighed. “The two of you are like little kids.”

“He started it.” My phone rang. “Oh. Gee. I’d better take this.” I gestured toward the vegetable bed. “Go on without me.”

I’d been hoping it was Christopher, still stuck at the DPAS headquarters in New York for training. He usually called about now, though he’d texted this morning to say he would be in a meeting all day. But the ID said the caller was at the emergency clinic. I sat on the steps going to my kitchen and hoped I didn’t need to go in.

Luckily, the call was just a quick check to make sure I agreed with the treatment plan for a sick gremlin. Sarah had been studying up on xenotics medicine, but she still checked with me, and I’d finally convinced her she didn’t need to apologize for doing so. It wasn’t always obvious when assumptions were being made based on how a dog or cat would respond.

When Sarah had finished explaining the case and her care plan, I nodded even though she couldn’t see me. “Sounds good. Does the owner have a regular veterinarian who sees xenotics, or do you need me to recommend someone?” If it had been one of my clients, Sarah would have said so. Since the emergency clinic was only open nights and weekends, the gremlin would need to be transferred elsewhere tomorrow morning.

In the yard, Fred and Antonia were making their way through the vegetables. With any luck, I could stretch this call out a few more minutes, Antonia would head off with her foster kittens, and I wouldn’t be forced to admit I couldn’t remember any of the signs she’d taught us yesterday.

Sarah flipped pages in the chart. “She takes her gremlins to… Looks like she goes to Dr. Green over at Westside.”

Since we were on the phone, I let myself make a wholly unprofessional face. Dr. Green would see any patient, including xenotics. But he treated them all as if they were dogs and cats, which caused problems. I’d had a lot of his clients transfer to my hospital in the past few years. A few had gone in the other direction — some people just didn’t like me, and I was happy to send their records along if they found someone they trusted. I kept hoping Dr. Green would learn something from my case notes, but so far, it hadn’t worked.

Dr. Green had also ended up with my worst client, though that was probably just because that client was a hot potato who had been fired by every other practice in the area. “You mentioned other gremlins. Does it say how many?”

More page flipping. “Uh, no. She runs some sort of rescue group, I think.”

“Ah.” Yep, just as I’d thought. That was Gigi. She ran a “rescue” that allowed her to hoard gremlins, and she was a nightmare to work with.

There was silence on the line as Sarah considered what I wasn’t saying. “You know who this client is, don’t you?”

“I’ll let you buy me a drink at the next conference and tell you all about her. But your treatment plan is sound. You won’t have to deal with her after tomorrow, so don’t worry.”

Sarah laughed uncertainly. “Uh, thanks?”

“No problem. Have a good day.”

When I ended the call, I heard a faint mewling sound, as if a young animal had been trapped. That freaking dryer vent. “Not possible. I looked!” Getting down on my hands and knees, I shined the flashlight into the vent pipe. It was empty apart from a thin layer of lint lining the walls. Then I heard the sound again. It wasn’t coming from the pipe.

“Is everything okay, Nessa?” Antonia and Fred had paused their lesson and walked over to watch me.

“Do you hear that?” Wiping the sap from the crushed jasmine on my pants, I stood.

Antonia waited two seconds. “I don’t hear anything.”

“It stopped.” Then I heard it again, a thin, high-pitched sound of frustration. “That!”

Fred’s head snapped up. He strode around the side of the house, examining the bushes. Antonia and I followed him through the gate to the front yard. We walked over the patchy grass to the front entrance.

On the worn welcome mat below the front door, wrapped in a beach towel, pink hands balled into angry fists, lay a baby.
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Antonia beat us to the door. “Oh, you poor thing!” She scooped the infant off the ground, cradling it in one arm. The baby cried again, a thin, reedy wail.

I’d never had kids of my own, but I’d done some babysitting in high school, and I had friends with children. Between the screams of colic and the grumpy sobs of an overtired baby, infants could express a range of emotions. This cry reminded me more of a cat than a child.

But that didn’t matter at the moment. “Where did it come from?” The sidewalks were empty. Someone had dumped a child on my doorstep and left. One time I’d found a box of puppies there, but never a human. Nobody I knew had recently given birth.

People didn’t just dump their kids at a stranger’s house.

“We can worry about that in a bit.” Antonia unwrapped the towel enough to peek at the infant’s body. “She needs to be warmed up first.”

When Antonia had loosened the towel, a slip of paper had fluttered to the ground. I crouched to pick it up, expecting to see a note with an explanation. Instead, the paper was filled with columns of short lines and sharp angles. Allowing for the differences between computer characters and handwriting, this was what showed up on Fred’s side of the translation app. I handed the note to him.

The front door was locked. Antonia led the way as we retraced our steps around the house, but I was watching Fred as he read. Verdiran expressions weren’t always easy for me to read, but after living with Fred for a month, I was getting better. Now I thought I saw… sorrow? Nothing made sense. Why would a baby that obviously wasn’t verdiran be dumped at our house with a note only Fred could read?

Inside the kitchen, Antonia sat at the table, still cradling the baby. “We’ll have you warmed up in no time, and then we’ll figure out what’s going on.”

Fred tapped his palm against his chest twice. Mine.

Antonia looked more closely at the infant in her arms. “Humans and verdirans can’t… Can they? No, that’s impossible.”

“No.” Despite what the more fanciful romance novels would have people believe, there were just too many differences between human and verdiran DNA for an embryo to be viable. “But… Are we sure she’s human?”

“Her skin’s not green.” Then Antonia drew her head back so she could see the infant better. “But you’re right, her neck seems more sturdy than I would expect.”

Half of Fred’s t-shirts had a slit cut in the neckline to make room for his neck. Other than his green skin and lack of hair, it was one of the few outward differences between our species. “She’s completely bald. And I’ve never heard a human baby cry like that.”

Antonia gave the baby to me, freeing up her hands to ask Fred a question. I caught the sign for green, which we’d been using to talk about the plants earlier, but the rest of it was beyond me.

The baby was lighter than I’d been expecting, hardly heavier than one of my cats. Now that she was being held, her cries had abated. She hiccuped once and stared at me, her blue eyes serious in the way only babies can be. “Who dumps a kid and runs?”

“Mystery solved. Verdiran babies don’t start out green.” Antonia reached over and reclaimed the infant. “This is one of Fred’s relatives.”

Fred tapped at his tablet, trying to get his message into words that could be translated.

“But…” It still didn’t make sense. “Why is she here?” Fred had been shunned by his people — they wouldn’t even acknowledge he was alive anymore. The idea of one of his relatives giving him a child made no sense at all. “They aren’t shunning the baby, are they?”

My housemate had gotten into trouble because he’d refused to leave me and Christopher behind when we’d seen a place we shouldn’t have. Fred had known and accepted the consequences. But if the verdirans were taking something out on an innocent baby, I might have to fly to New York to burn down their embassy.

“What? No. Of course not.” Antonia raised the baby so she could kiss her forehead. I’d blinked, and somehow my mother-in-law had already bonded with the infant. “Something needs to happen, and he’s the only one who can do it.” She smiled at my confusion. “Whatever it is, it didn’t involve flowers and trees. There was something about giving green to the baby, but I couldn’t quite get what he was saying.”

My phone pinged with a message from Fred. “The baby is dead.”

A glance to my left assured me the baby was still very much alive and frowning up at Antonia. I typed in a clarification. “Sick?”

“Sick dead.”

If there was something wrong with the kid, that might explain Fred’s mood. As far as I could tell, verdirans didn’t have any technology of their own, including advanced medicine. So maybe this didn’t need to be as dire as Fred’s message suggested.

Unfortunately, I knew next to nothing about verdiran physiology. When Fred had arrived, I’d searched the medical literature and come up with almost nothing. All the verdirans other than Fred kept their distance from humans.

But the DPAS had been studying the embassy verdirans for four years. I just needed to figure out how to get them to release some of that research to me.

Aside from Christopher, who was a ranger working in the field, everyone I’d come into contact with at the DPAS had been a disappointment. When Fred arrived, investigating the increased portal instability, the DPAS hadn’t helped. All signs had pointed to another verdiran — Xavier — and Paladin Research as the source of the problem, but the DPAS had ignored that. Instead, the DPAS leaders had fed information to Immo Ring, the billionaire behind the Chevalier Foundation, the organization that owned Paladin Research.

Forget the all-day meeting — this was important. I texted Christopher. Call me. Urgent.

If I had to deal with the DPAS to help this baby, so be it.
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While I was waiting for Christopher to call me back, Antonia handed me the child. “I’ll get the overnight supplies from my emergency kit. We can make a list and go to the store later.”

“Thanks.” I had fluids, IV catheters, and enough bandaging material to re-wrap a mummy, but no diapers or formula. Antonia, though, had baby supplies from the most recent time a friend’s grandchildren needed a safe place to stay for a few hours, while other arrangements were being made. “How old do you think the baby is?”

Antonia paused with one hand on the door. “Six months, give or take. Assuming verdiran children are about the same size.” She smiled and answered my real question. “Likely still nursing, but also eating some solid food.”

“If she had been a kitten, I would have known.”

“I know you would have.”

After Antonia left, I looked down at the bundle in my arms. “Kittens are easier to deal with.” The kid scowled at me.

Under the table, the more curious of my cats, Twitter, stood on her hind legs and sniffed at the towel. My other cat, Dumbo, was asleep on the couch between the snuggle-pups, furry creatures that had the body of a dog, the climbing ability of a cat, and an obsession with cuddling atop Fred. Taco snoozed on the kitchen cabinet, worn out from playing with the leaf blower.

My phone rang, and I picked it up before the second ring. “Hey.”

“Hey, yourself.” Christopher sounded tired, but his voice was low and warm, as if he was happy to talk to me. “Did you really need me to call you, or are you just saving me from this meeting?”

“If I’d known you needed saving, I would have sent a message earlier. But we have a situation here.” I explained about the new arrival and Fred’s insistence that she was sick. “The DPAS spent four years spying on the verdirans at the embassy. Do you think they’ve learned anything that might help with this?”

Fred reached down and took the baby from my arms. He flashed five fingers twice, our sign for ten minutes. I gave him a thumbs up sign to let him know I’d understood and he headed back the hall, presumably to create a portal from his room where none of the animals could accidentally go through.

“I’ll see what I can find out. Do you need anything?”

“Other than a nap?”

“I was thinking more like baby supplies. I think my cousin still has a crib and stroller and all that stuff out in his garage, in case they decide to have another one.”

I hadn’t even thought that far ahead. “Uh, I guess? Antonia went to her place for stuff to get us through the night.” When he laughed, I blew out a breath. “Small animals are easy. You just use a bunch of towels and a carrier.”

“And you’ll need a car seat,” he continued.

“It’s a little scary that you know all this stuff off the top of your head. Are you sure you don’t have a wife and five kids stashed someplace?”

He huffed a laugh. “Six kids, but the oldest is adopted.” Replying to an indistinct speech, he said, “I’ll be right there.” Then his voice lowered as he talked to me again. “I have to get back inside, but I’ll get some inquiries started. Text me if anything changes.”

“Thanks. Oh, one more thing to ask about. Why would someone dump a baby on Fred? They seem pretty committed to the ‘pretend he doesn’t exist anymore’ bit, so it seems weird. He said there was something only he could do, but the translation is a bit squirrelly. Maybe someone there has a clue.”

“I’ll find out. Call you later.”

I hung up before I could ask when they were going to let him come home. Christopher had information various higher ups didn’t want revealed, and I couldn’t tell if they were keeping him thousands of miles away as a punishment or because this was supposed to be a reward. Maybe both. Either way, I missed having him around.

Now that I wasn’t distracted by the phone call, I wondered where Fred had gone. Antonia had said something needed to happen, and Fred was the only one who could do it. That important thing wasn’t creating portals — as far as I could tell, all the verdirans could do that, though creating anchor portals seemed more specialized. Surely the baby couldn’t need an anchor portal to become healthy.

In the past few weeks, I’d determined that Fred’s verdiran name had something to do with those anchors. Or maybe it was his title, not his name. Someone who studied linguistics might have been able to pin it down. But the linguistics experts worked for the DPAS, and the DPAS was still currying favor with the verdirans at the embassy. Officially, nobody was communicating with Fred.

Twitter wormed her way onto my lap, sniffing at my shirt where the baby’s towel had made contact. The cats had never been around a baby before; we’d have to watch out that they and the snuggle-pups didn’t pile on top of her for warmth.

A few minutes later, Fred reappeared in fresh clothes. The baby’s towel had been changed, too. Now it was one of the mismatched sets I kept in the hall closet to use for the animals I brought home from work. “She pee on you?”

He cocked his head and I waved my question away. We had more important things to talk about. With a gesture to the baby, I asked What eat?

I’d finally untangled what from the other question words in my vocabulary. Who, where, why and when were a complete crapshoot when I signed, a problem which amused Fred immensely.

To answer what the baby ate, he held her as if she were breastfeeding. His forehead creased in laughter and he gave a one-handed oh well. Then he pointed at the refrigerator.

That addressed the immediate problem. Human baby food and formula would be a good place to start. Now I needed him to tell me everything he knew about why he thought she was dying. I pulled up the translation app and started typing.

When Antonia showed up with baby supplies ten minutes later, Fred was drawing some sort of family tree, and I hadn’t learned anything other than the child hadn’t turned green and that meant she was dead.

“Sorry it took so long,” my mother-in-law said as she maneuvered through the kitchen, holding a large box. “The emergency supplies were at the back of the closet and then I remembered I still had Mark’s old baby quilt.” She rolled her eyes. “I don’t know why I’ve been keeping it. The fabric’s going to disintegrate at some point. Might as well get some use out of it in the meantime.”

A familiar pang of loss went through me. She’d been keeping his baby things in the hope that Mark and I would have children who could use them. And even though I wasn’t sure Mark and I would have ever moved beyond the theoretical “maybe we’ll have kids… someday”, it was still a reminder of his disappearance during the first portal storm. But the shadow of sadness passed quickly, as it usually did these days. Even grief doesn’t last forever.

“Christopher is checking to see if his cousin can loan us their crib and stroller.”

“Good.” She set the box down on the living room floor, pulled out a diaper and a onesie, and came back to take the infant from Fred. “First things first. Before she empties her bladder on whoever’s holding her.”

“Too late. She already tagged Fred.” Fred’s diagram was nearly complete. He pushed it across the table so I could look at it. Pointing at one offshoot, he tapped his palm against his chest. Me.

I scribbled Fred next to the stick figure. He pointed to the living room and then tapped another offshoot. I labeled that one Baby. If I remembered genealogy correctly, the infant was his second cousin, once removed.

In addition to the standard lines showing the two parents of each offspring, Fred had added a dotted curve to each node from one other person. Most of them connected to one parent, but Fred’s dotted curve went to a great aunt. Another dotted curve went off the page. The baby didn’t have a dotted curve at all.

“That’s… weird.” While I was sure there might be some species out there that required three parents to produce a child, verdirans and humans weren’t that far apart on the phylogenetic tree. And having a third parent didn’t make sense, even in the context of this diagram. From a quick count, I could see that three quarters of the children had a tie back to one parent or the other. But I couldn’t find any rhyme or reason for the rest.

“Nessa.” Antonia cut into my analysis from where she knelt on the living room floor. “Did you see these scrapes earlier?”

“I haven’t done a physical exam.” Despite Fred’s assurances that the baby was dead, she’d looked stable to me. And Fred hadn’t seemed panicked enough to make me grab my stethoscope. Now I abandoned the family tree and crouched next to Antonia.

The diapered baby seemed happy enough, turning her head to look around her and shoving one fist into her mouth. Antonia held up the infant’s left leg. A series of horizontal scrapes ran along her thigh, as if someone had walked by a rosebush while carrying her. Except the age of each wound seemed different. Some had healed into barely visible white lines, while others were still raised. The freshest had just barely scabbed over. It must have been done right before she’d been left on our doorstep.

I stretched the skin of her chubby leg. “They look like they’re healing okay.”

Digging through the contents of the box, Antonia said, “I have some antibiotic ointment in here someplace.”

“Let’s just keep an eye on those for now.” The baby kicked her leg free from my loose grip. “I don’t know what antibiotics are safe to use on a verdiran. I’d hate to accidentally make things worse.” Not that I thought antibiotic ointment prevented infection in the first place — all it did was kill off both the good and bad bacteria on the surface of the skin. Infected tissue beneath the skin remained unchanged.

Antonia dressed the infant in a onesie that was slightly too big, then wrapped her in a yellow blanket with pink elephants appliqued along the border. “There. How’s that, my dear? All better?”

As I watched her, she carried the baby around the room, pointing out everything of interest, including the pile of snoozing animals and the window. It was odd. I knew this side of Antonia existed, and I saw parts of it when she interacted with the animals she fostered, but she was completely focussed on the baby now.

Back at the table, my phone buzzed with a text from Christopher. My cousin Ernie is on his way over. I apologize in advance. That startled a laugh out of me. One of the reasons Christopher had moved back to California was to be closer to his family, but I’d only briefly met one of his other cousins. I sent a dinosaur emoji to let him know I’d received the text.

I wished he were here.
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Fred was attempting to explain what the dotted curves on his diagram meant — for the third time — when the doorbell rang. Since Antonia was still showing the baby around the living room, she made it to the door before I could get up.

A man’s startled voice said, “Nessa?”

Antonia laughed. “Oh, bless you, you’ve made my day.”

I hurried to the door and opened it wider so I could see the man outside. He had Christopher’s eyes and brown skin, though his face was a little rounder. “You must be Ernie. Come on in.”

“Ernesto,” he corrected, rolling his eyes. “I haven’t been called Ernie since I was in high school. But try convincing anyone in my family of that…”

I smiled. “Ernesto. Got it. This is Antonia.” I turned to find Fred right behind me. “And Fred.” Antonia handed me the baby so she could sign to Fred. He waved to Ernesto, who waved back.

Ernesto peered at the baby. “She’s verdiran? Really?” He smiled and let the girl grab his finger. “I half expected to get here and find out Chris had a daughter. Now I’m going to have to go back and explain to my mom that she doesn’t have a grandniece.” He saw my expression. “Chris mentioned you a few times, which is a huge deal for him. I thought maybe you’d known each other longer than he claimed.”

“And he wouldn’t tell anyone he was having a baby?” That didn’t sound like the Christopher I knew.

Ernesto spread his hands in front of him as if asking for peace. “He isn’t married, and some people in the family have been known to hide things, so they don’t have to listen to my mother’s lecture on why they should get married. It’s a thing. So rumors started flying when he asked if I still had the crib.” He smiled slyly. “I might have started some of them.”

“Now I know why he apologized before you came over.”

Ernesto laughed, startling the baby. “My family knows me.” He nodded his head toward the street. “I have a bunch of stuff for you. My wife made me bring everything. She swears two kids are our limit.”

Two children would be chaotic enough for any household if they were anything like Ernesto. “Thank you. This has been a bit of a surprise.”

He nodded as he led the way to the battered minivan parked at the curb. “Even more than most kids, I imagine.” He wrestled with the hatch. “My son saw me spraying graphite into the lock on our front door, so he decided to help by putting peanut butter in all the locks on the van. It hasn’t really worked the same since then.” With a click, the hatch opened six inches. Ernesto lifted it the rest of the way and propped it up with a length of PVC pipe. “My daughter broke the struts. She’s only two, but she’s a bruiser.”

I took the two garbage bags he handed me. “She’s not still using the crib?”

“Ha, no. She learned how to take the crib apart, so we gave her a bed closer to the floor for safety.” He grunted as he pulled out a playpen and handed it off to Fred. “I’m not sure why we bothered, since she’s constantly climbing to the top of the cat trees. But the new bed is pink and has a canopy and my wife likes it, so…” He shrugged and smiled. “I’m outvoted.” There was contentment in the way he said it. He pulled the crib out and left the hatch open as we went into the house.

Ernesto and Fred worked together to get the crib set up in the room Mark and I had originally furnished as an office, while Taco hung on the curtains and commented. I rarely used that room, preferring to write up my charts at the kitchen table or sitting on the couch with a cozy murder series playing on TV, so it had become the place to store things I didn’t need. The boxes lining the wall had been in the garage before we’d converted that into a cottage for Antonia. I kept meaning to go through it all, but most of the stuff was Mark’s and a part of me still believed he was coming back someday.

After I set up the playpen outside the kitchen, all the cats and snuggle-pups jumped inside. “I see how this is going to go,” I said to Oink, the darker snuggle-pup. He rolled onto his back so I could rub his belly. Oink and Whee had been named by Fred after he watched a series of children’s programs to improve his vocabulary. I could only hope they never escaped the house, because I wasn’t going to wander the neighborhood calling those names.

Antonia held the fussing baby in one arm while she mixed up a bottle. “I think we have almost everything we need. I’ll stop by the store tomorrow and pick up diapers and formula. You’re taking her to work with you tomorrow?”

Since I’d already been ordering my mental list of planned diagnostics as I sorted through the clothes and linens in the garbage bags, I nodded. “Yes. At least during the morning. I need to draw some blood and do a skin biopsy.” All I had to go on was Fred’s word that she was sick and the fact that her skin wasn’t green.

But I was a veterinarian, so I was used to vague histories and patients who couldn’t talk. When I’d asked about disease progression, Fred had acted out tremors in his arms — if the skin biopsy didn’t illuminate the problem, the next step would probably be to bring in a neurologist.

Antonia sat on the couch and offered the bottle to the baby. At first the girl turned her head to get the silicone nipple out of her mouth, but Antonia was patient, singing to her softly as she reintroduced the bottle. After three verses of “Hush Little Baby, Don’t Say a Word”, the girl latched onto the bottle and started drinking.

“There we go,” Antonia sang. Then, in her regular voice, she added, “I never realized how sexist that song was before.”

“We’re probably safe for today.” I found the crib sheets and took them down the hall where Ernesto and Fred had finished rearranging the room and now were tightening the screws on the crib. “I really appreciate this, Ernesto. Thank your wife for me, too.”

“I will. You’ll have to come over to dinner when Chris gets back. If he ever gets back. They’ve had him out there for a long time, haven’t they?”

I stifled a sigh. “Hopefully, he’ll be home soon.”

Ernesto stood and tested the crib. “Looks good.” He gave the plastic bag with the Allen wrenches and extra screws to Fred. “Hang onto those. You might need them if this one is anything like my daughter.” His meaning must have been clear enough from his gestures, because Fred placed the bag carefully on the desk. “Okay. Let’s go get the rest of it.”
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By dinnertime, the house looked like a baby lived there. Ernesto had left with a bouquet of Antonia’s flowers, a jar of lemon curd, and an invitation to a barbecue whenever Christopher got back. In a sign of how unsettled the day had been, Antonia didn’t argue when I suggested heating frozen pizza. Her attention was still caught by the little girl.

The kitchen table had been shoved over to accommodate a high chair, where the baby now sat squishing chunks of banana in her fists. There was banana slime all over her face and head and every surface she could reach, but I hadn’t seen her swallow any. Antonia seemed pleased. “Tomorrow, we’ll try oatmeal. What do you think about Fiona for a name?”

I put down my phone, ready to take a break. “Now she’s Irish?” The translation app didn’t have many medical terms, so my attempts to find out more about the expected symptoms for the baby’s condition had produced a frustrating series of asterisks denoting an untranslatable term. Once again, Fred and I would be reduced to charades, which was never a good thing.

“All names have origins somewhere.”

“Why not a verdiran name? Maybe whoever dropped her off left it in that note.”

“Because the verdirans don’t name their children until they’re older. It’s bad luck. We have to call her something.” She glanced over with raised eyebrows. “Don’t you and Fred ever talk?”

“Of course we do. Just… not about little kids.” I considered it. “We talk about work. And stuff on TV. And he makes fun of my signing. Sometimes he makes fun of my cooking instead.”

Antonia sighed. “I don’t see how you two can spend so much time together and never talk about anything important.” Her voice went up an octave as she looked back at the baby. “Let’s try this piece!”

My mother-in-law had a point, but part of the reason Fred and I didn’t get into deep conversations was because we spent so much time together. With all that had happened recently, the last thing Fred needed was me awkwardly poking at his feelings. “Fiona works for me.”

“Wonderful.” She sat back and looked at the baby. “I think we’ll call that good. Her tummy’s already got a lot to deal with from switching to formula.”

If verdiran babies were anything like all my other patients, the sudden diet change was probably going to result in a bout of diarrhea, but we didn’t have a way to slowly transition to the new food. “She’s probably going to need extra diapers tomorrow.”

“I’ll make a store run tomorrow morning and bring some things to you at work. If you want, I can take her with me after you run your tests. That way, she wouldn’t be such a distraction.”

Antonia didn’t fool me. “That way, you can show her off to all your friends.” She could be emotionally attached without worrying it would muddy the medical decisions. A twinge of jealousy made my breath hitch. I pushed it down. I couldn’t afford that luxury.

“Exposure to different surroundings is good for children. But no, for now it might be better not to have her around too many strangers. She hasn’t had any vaccinations, has she?”

“Probably not.” One more thing to add to my list. Fiona needed a pediatrician, but with the attitude of many of the human doctors in the area toward xenotics, it might be tough to find someone. Plus, we’d have to pay out of pocket, since my insurance wouldn’t cover her and I doubted the state would either. Maybe the DPAS would pay — another thing to ask Christopher about.

But protecting her from childhood illnesses would only matter if I could keep her alive.
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The next morning, I’d intended to get to work early so Fred and I could start on diagnostics. Right. Somehow, this little child who couldn’t even crawl took so much time that we were fifteen minutes later than usual. And that had been with Antonia helping.

Moira was already outside when we arrived, finishing her sweep to pick up trash in the parking lot. “Good morning, Dr. C. Hi, Fred.” Then she froze, surprise showing on her normally unflappable features. “Oh gosh. You have a baby.”

“Fred’s cousin. She’s a patient.” I grabbed my backpack and the gym bag we were using for the baby supplies, letting Fred work out how to unstrap Fiona from her car seat. He pushed in a button and removed the seat and baby together, leaving behind a base still connected to the car. I never would have figured it out. That explained what Ernesto and Fred had been doing outside for so long after the crib had been put together. Impressive non-verbal communication ran in Christopher’s family.

Moira held the door open for us. “Did you have a good weekend?”

“It was interesting. You?” The treatment room was still clean, the exam tables gleaming, the floor clear of debris and droplets of all the fluids that would be flung during the day. Seeing it in this state gave me a moment of calm that other people got from raking sand in a zen garden.

“Cleaned out our shed. Not very interesting, but I was ready for a little boring.” She dropped the bag she’d been holding into one of the many trash bins around the room. “Does the baby have a name? I’ll get her set up in the system.”

“Fiona, at least until she’s old enough to get a real name. Link her to Fred’s account… Oh wait. Is Fred still listed under animal control?”

“Unless someone changed it.”

“We have got to fix that.” Ugh. The computer systems weren’t set up to handle verdirans. Fred had originally been brought here by the county’s animal services because he wasn’t human and the human hospitals wouldn’t take him. Our patient system required an owner to be listed for billing purposes. “Put Fiona under my account. Birthdate about six months ago.”

“Presenting complaint?”

“Not green.” When she raised an eyebrow, I shrugged. “Fred says she’s dying.” Technically, Fred said she was already dead, but I decided not to mention that to my staff.

Moira sobered. “Okay. Do you need me to get anything ready?”

“No, I’ve got it.” Transfers from the emergency clinic would be showing up in fifteen minutes. If I dragged Moira away from her morning routine, everything would be even more chaotic than usual.

Moira went up front, and I watched Fred size up a cage along the back wall. He opened the door and placed Fiona inside, still in her car seat. Then he closed the door and stepped back, looking pleased with himself.

As odd as it appeared, that was probably the safest place for her. Fred took my backpack and the baby supplies to the tiny doctors’ office. I was lining up everything I would need to send out blood and skin biopsies when my practice co-owner, John Payne, pushed through the door from the front hall with a gallon jug of lime sulfur in his hand.

John’s thin, wiry frame showed the signs of working with animals for forty years, but he still had more energy in his step than I did. Today he was wearing green scrubs with dancing hippopotamuses in tutus, with a fleece vest on top. “Good morning!”

Nodding at the plastic jug in his hand, I said, “Looks like you’re headed out for a fun time.” Printing carefully, I wrote Fiona’s current symptoms and the expected progression according to Fred on one biopsy form and wrote see accompanying sample for normal comparison.

“A litter of bald puppies showed up on the Dobson farm, and since I’m going out there to stitch up the fleeter that ran through the fence last night, I figured I’d bring this along. What’s this I hear about you showing up with a baby?”

Without lifting my pen, I cocked my head at the bank of cages. “She was left on our doorstep yesterday. Fred says the fact that her skin isn’t green means she’s dying.”

John put the lime sulfur down on the treatment table and peered into the cage at the sleeping baby. “I’ve never thought about why a verdiran’s skin is green.”

“Me either. And I can’t find any papers on it. Christopher says the DPAS either doesn’t know or he doesn’t have the necessary clearance.” I signed the bottom of the form with a flourish and moved on to the next one. “I thought I’d start with blood and skin biopsies and go from there. Luckily, we have a healthy sample to compare against.”

John kept a straight face while he looked at the biopsy punches I’d put on the stand. “Did you warn him he’s about to become a pincushion for science?”

I waved John away. “He’ll be fine with it. Probably won’t even notice.” My attempt to explain what I was going to do had been light on the details. Fred didn’t care — if I thought it would help, he would agree to anything.

Rochelle pushed through the door, bumping into John. “Excuse me, Dr. Payne. Dr. C, I have Fiona set up in the system.” She set a new patient chart next to me. Then she caught sight of the cage with the car seat and baby. “Dr. C, you can’t put the baby in there like that!” Before I could defend myself, she continued. “There’s no cage card.”

Wordlessly, I peeled a sticker from the page in the chart and handed it to her.

Red curls bouncing, she walked over, put the sticker on a card from the stack on the counter, and clipped it to the cage door. “There. Also, you have a hit-by-car pigamus coming from the EC, and I got a call from the receptionist at Westside. Their x-ray processor caught on fire last night — who hasn’t switched to digital already? — so they’re not accepting transfers this morning. They’re turfing any xenotics emergencies to us.”

I couldn’t help my groan of pain. “Karma bites me on the butt again. This is because I laughed when Sarah got stuck with one of Gigi’s gremlins yesterday.”

Rochelle folded her lips in to hide her smile. “Maybe she’ll find somewhere else to go.” Then her eyes lit up with mischief. “Or… we could make one of the interns deal with her. Trial by fire.”

Right, the interns. With Fiona showing up, I’d forgotten this was their first day. “That might be a human rights abuse. I’ll deal with her if she comes in.”

When the Chevalier Foundation’s project was shut down after Xavier died, the billionaire in charge had closed down their east coast xenotics research hospital. There was no logic to the decision — the foundation still had multiple projects related to portals — but Immo Ring always threw tantrums when things didn’t go his way.

In this case, that left their current group of interns abruptly jobless in the middle of their internship. And even though I knew my part in shutting down Paladin Research had been necessary, I still felt responsible.

Juggling cases while having pneumonia had convinced me we needed at least one more doctor. But with the rate people were fleeing the state, our ads had only attracted the bottom of the barrel. Creating an internship program seemed like a good compromise. We certainly had a high xenotics caseload, and John had convinced me I could mentor a new doctor. A friend of his dealt with the licensing issues so the intern wouldn’t have to take the California state board exam.

Three of the four interns had accepted our offer. Now I had to pretend I knew what I was doing. I didn’t even know what made Fred’s skin green or why Fiona’s skin color meant she was dying. This was going to be a disaster.

Rochelle winked at John. “She’s cute when she panics.”

John picked up the gallon jug of dark brown liquid. “Don’t let her scare them away before I get back.”

“I’m right here, you know.” I signed the second pathology form and affixed stickers to the paper, jars, and vials. “How’s the schedule looking?”

John went out the back door, whistling, while Rochelle filled me in. “I’ve kept your schedule clear from nine to nine-thirty so you can welcome the interns. They have logins set up and Moira’s going to go over the computer stuff with them. Other than that, you’re only double-booked for a few urgent appointments this morning.”

“So if I want to get these samples sent out before lunch…” The courier came by at noon and wouldn’t wait.

“You should get them done now, yes.” The phone was ringing again as she pushed through the door.

Fred was still in the break room, texting someone. He had only been here a month and didn’t speak English, but somehow he had a more active social life than I did. I towed him out to the treatment room and mimed taking blood and pushing the biopsy punch into his skin. He nodded and sat down on the table. Starting with Fred seemed cowardly, but Fiona was sleeping and I didn’t want to wake her.

Namier skin was tougher than human skin, but the biopsy punch cleanly sliced into Fred’s upper arm with some gentle rotation, leaving a perfect circle for me to snip off. The sample went into a plastic cassette and then into the formalin jar. Pinching together the edges of the circle with a dab of skin glue took care of the bleeding, and then I slapped on a Disney princess bandage. Fred’s forehead wrinkled as he looked at the bandage box, and then he examined the contents. As he debated whether to go with Cinderella or Moana, I took a second sample from his calf.

When Fred lifted his shirt so I could get the third sample from his abdomen, I saw a three-inch scratch, as if he’d brushed against something sharp. The wound looked less than a day old. It had to be related to the scabs on Fiona’s leg.

Behind me, Laurie laughed. “Nice abs!” The technician waved to both of us as she went by to drop her things in the break room.

Now I was pretty sure the most recent scrape on Fiona’s leg hadn’t been done before she’d been abandoned on our doorstep. But Moira was already putting clients in rooms, and this conversation wouldn’t be quick. I took the third sample.

Time for the baby. Fred and I looked at each other. Neither one of us wanted to disturb her, but it had to be done.

Taking skin biopsies from a crying infant made me feel like a monster, even if I was doing it to save her life. I’d done my best to numb her skin first, but she was still crying and blowing snot bubbles by the time I was finished. Fred consoled her with something that sounded like growls as Laurie smoothed on the Ariel bandage.

Moira came through the door from the front hallway, but waited until I’d dropped the third cassette into formalin before speaking. “The pigamus coming from the EC is in room one, there’s a walk-in with a vomiting roc in two, and…” Her voice changed, sounding as if she couldn’t believe what she was saying. “Gigi is in three with a gremlin that looks like crap. She says it suddenly got sick over the weekend, but it’s super thin.” Her voice went back to her normal tones. “Rochelle made her pay off her outstanding balance before she reactivated Gigi’s account, so at least there’s that.”

Gigi may have genuinely not noticed the gremlin was sick until the weekend, and it may also have been sick long enough to lose significant weight. The problem was Gigi had a huge flock of gremlins loose in her house. The last time I’d asked her for a count, she’d told me fifty, but I was pretty sure she had rounded down. And the flock had probably grown since then.

With gremlins being adopted out and new rescues coming in, the social structure of the flock wasn’t stable. Some got picked on or chased away from the food. Since I could never get her to cut down the number or even just split them up into smaller groups, I’d focused on getting her to add feeding stations. Instead, she tried every herb or powder she saw on the internet, which left me scrambling to figure out if the gremlins were sick from the original problem or ailing from whatever she’d “cured” them with.

The final straw in our professional relationship had been when I’d given her a huge discount so I could run tests to track down the source of the group’s persistent diarrhea, only to find out she’d been mixing fish antibiotics into their water for the previous six months. When she wouldn’t promise to stop giving them non-prescribed medicine, I’d fired her as a client.

I’d felt nearly weightless from relief when I went home that day.

Gigi had responded by not paying her bill and badmouthing the practice to anyone who would listen. In the following year, she’d done the same thing with four other practices, which was why she was now a client of Dr. Green.

According to his transfer records, Dr. Green rarely did any diagnostics, preferring to work his way through a predictable rotation of antibiotics and steroids until the patient either got better or died — or the client found another doctor. I’d have bet my beloved Civic he never talked to Gigi about the environmental conditions at her house.

I wasn’t looking forward to talking to her, but it had to be done.

“I just need to pull some blood and I’ll be right there.”

Laurie elbowed me out of the way. “Go, Dr. C. I’ve got this.”

My technicians were all better at drawing blood than I was. “From both Fred and the baby. The forms are all filled out and ready to go.”

Laurie pointed to the front. “Go.” She tightened a tourniquet around Fred’s upper arm. “We’ll be fine here.”

Right. My thoughts might be focused on Fiona, but I still had a practice to run.
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In less than an hour, I’d hospitalized two patients and sent the chubby dragon-like roc home with fluids and medications. The hit-by-car pigamus had not attempted to kick me, a first for its species — but only because it had a hip fracture which kept it from standing up. Pigamuses tended to be forty pounds of hairless skin, sass, and quick hooves, and their owners loved them for it.

Gigi’s gremlin would be staying with us just until Westside was open again. She balked at leaving a deposit for the full estimate she’d just signed, complaining that she’d already paid a bunch of money. I merely smiled. “Rochelle can check you out up front.” Then I left the room with the gremlin. Rochelle got perverse pleasure from dealing with Gigi, so I’d let her handle it.

In the middle of documenting the conversation I’d had with Gigi while my memory was still fresh, my phone buzzed with a message from Christopher — he was on standby for a flight leaving in twenty minutes.

He was on his way home.

Hiding my smile so I didn’t have to answer questions, I continued typing up everything Gigi and I had spoken about. My personal life was already the topic of far too many conversations at work.

But why was he suddenly being sent back? The DPAS wouldn’t care about a verdiran baby, not one related to Fred anyhow. I hoped Christopher hadn’t gotten fed up and quit — he seemed to like his job, at least under normal circumstances.

Back in the treatment room, I handed Gunther the gremlin off to Laurie so she could set him up in a cage. “If he doesn’t want anything we have in the back, let me know. Antonia might be willing to drop off some raisins and vegetables.” Gunther was the thinnest gremlin I’d ever seen, with scars and bite marks on both wings. Blue-winged gremlins weren’t as aggressive as their wild cousins, but if you put enough of them in a small area, they got territorial about the resources.

There was a real chance Gunther also had some other health problem that was making him lose weight. If Gigi had been my client, I’d have tried to talk to her about investigating that possibility, but poor doomed Gunther would be transferring back to Westside at the end of the day and I wouldn’t be able to fix him or the situation he lived in. All I could do was bolster his reserves and hope he fought off whatever ailed him.

Each hospitalized patient had a line on the whiteboard with the treatment plan and boxes to tick off when something was done. Laurie had added Fiona, marked off the blood work and biopsies, and added the schedule to feed her. Fred seemed used to dealing with the infant — he’d been changing her diaper and putting her in a clean onesie when I’d gotten out of the shower — but it was probably good to have it on the schedule so multiple people didn’t feed her and panic because she wasn’t hungry. The cage with her name was empty, but a note had been attached saying Fiona was with the receptionists.

Moira popped her head into the treatment room. “Dr. C, the interns are waiting for you in room four. Dr. Payne said you had a pep talk all planned for them.” She smiled, acknowledging the joke. “And there’s a walk-in with a sick, unvaccinated puppy. I put them in room one. Dr. Payne should be back soon.”

If the puppy had been crashing, Moira would have carried it back. “Give me ten minutes to talk to the interns. If John’s not back by then, come get me. Can you double-check that everything has been cleaned up front?” Any sick puppy was presumed to have Parvo, even if the test came back negative.

Moira nodded and went up front. I paused with my hand on the doorknob of room four. The idea of me being in charge of interns was ridiculous. I never should have let John talk me into this. At least they’d already been working for nine months — I couldn’t screw them up too badly.

Taking a deep breath, I squared my shoulders. They were here now. Somehow, I had to make up for my part in all this.

Three impossibly young faces looked at me when I opened the door, but there was a tightness around their eyes that spoke of lost sleep and high stress. “Hi, I’m Nessa. Welcome to the hospital!”

Not the most eloquent welcome speech, but it seemed better than Sorry about tanking your careers before you even got started. My part in the downfall of Paladin Research had been kept quiet — Christopher convinced me I didn’t want a vindictive billionaire coming after me.

Moira had ordered hospital name tags, so I was able to match faces with the names I’d seen on their resumes. “You all found someplace to live?” In less than five hours, Antonia had come up with a page of options, everything from renting the apartment over her friend’s garage to entire house rentals. The one good thing about everyone fleeing the state was housing prices had fallen.

All three nodded.

Jessica Flores, a tall woman with tan skin and long curly black hair, stood slightly in front of the other two, with a wide smile on her face. “Yep! We shared a rental truck and finished unloading yesterday.” After fifteen seconds, I could already tell she was going to be relentlessly cheerful no matter what was going on. People like that worried me.

Andrew Clark was tall and pale, with shaggy brown hair. Of the three, he looked the most worried, but worry was understandable. In the past few weeks, he’d lost his job and had to move across the country.

Brittany Lee was harder to read. Her straight black hair had been pulled back into a ponytail, but bangs covered her forehead, and large glasses obscured parts of her face. She was short enough that when she looked down, I saw the top of her head instead of her expression.

They all waited expectantly.

“Right. Let me know if you run into problems settling in.” Honesty required me to add, “I’ll probably just tell my mother-in-law and she’ll solve it, but Antonia lives to solve other people’s problems.” I picked up the internship packet I’d rushed to put together. “Everyone has a copy? Let’s go through it quickly and then we’ll go over the schedule and ease you into things.”

Jessica smiled and nodded through it all. Andrew seemed relieved by the thought of journal club every other Friday, during which we’d get together to go over current advances. Brittany scrunched her nose when I went over the presentation requirement, but I was pretty sure that was more because of the public speaking than the research required.

I freely admitted the schedule was in flux. “We’re trying to hire another technician or two, but until that happens, we’ll have to help each other with procedures more than normal.” Brittany and Andrew exchanged a guarded look, as if I’d said something they’d worried about.

Great. I’d just confirmed some fear. Less than five minutes in my presence and they already knew I was a fraud. “Each of you will have one morning for surgeries, and one or two nights on call at the emergency clinic. I’m your backup at the EC, so if you get called in, let me know, even if you don’t think you’ll need help. I just want to know what’s going on.” I’d decided that was the easiest way to make sure they weren’t getting in over their heads in the beginning, though in practice, it meant I was going to be on call almost every night. “Questions?”

All three shook their heads, though Andrew had the look of an animal caught in a trap. Something was going on there. Maybe he’d relax once he got used to the routine.

I pushed onward. “Moira showed you the records and scheduling system, right?” We hadn’t scheduled appointments for the interns since I’d been worried their arrival might be delayed. But assuming John had taken the potential parvo case, I already had three clients checked in. “We have a limping musk slinky, a gremlin with a head tilt, and a recheck on a roc with giardia. Anyone have a preference?”

After they’d chosen, I went into the exam room with Brittany, then Jessica, and introduced them to the clients and said I’d meet them back in the treatment room after they’d gotten a history. A glimpse behind the reception desk showed me Fred sitting in their extra chair with Fiona in his lap.

While Andrew and I waited in the hallway for Moira to bring the third client into the room we’d just vacated, he cleared his throat. “Can I talk to you about something?”

My heart sank. John should have done the orientation. He was better at the people stuff.

From long experience, I knew conversations in the hall could be heard in all four exam rooms. We went into the treatment room, where the humming of machines made it possible to talk without being overheard. Laurie looked up from stocking syringes and went off to start another load of laundry.

“What’s wrong?”

“About the surgery schedule…” His unease deepened. “I don’t think I can.”

That made my shoulders relax. Most new veterinarians worried about surgery. With their experience limited to a few spays and neuters, plus holding instruments during surgery rotations in senior year, many graduates felt unprepared to operate. “I’ll be around to help you if you get in trouble. And we can start you off with things you’ve done before. What kind of surgeries were you doing at Chevalier?”

“I wasn’t.” His voice was nearly inaudible. “I did all the in-house blood work and cytology.”

“Instead of surgery?” I worked to keep the frown off my face. Any internship that allowed its interns to completely skip their surgery rotation wasn’t well run. But saying that to Andrew wouldn’t help.

“Instead of everything.” He must have seen my eyes widen, because he rushed the next words. “They were short on staff when we started, and I’d done extra rotations in pathology during senior year, so I picked up the slack and pretty soon… That was what I did.”

“So you weren’t even seeing patients.”

“No.”

I took a breath. They had basically made this newly graduated doctor into a lab technician because of staffing issues, and as an intern, he wouldn’t have been able to protest.

Before I could say anything, Andrew blurted out, “I should have said something when I sent my resume. I totally understand if you want me to go. I’ll figure out how to repay the money you sent for moving expenses.”

“Wait.” Holding up a hand to stop him, I paused until he’d taken a breath. “Let’s reset. Did you want to do a general medicine xenotics internship, or did you want to go straight into pathology?”

“General medicine.”

“Good. Then we’ll get you up to speed.” I’d have to talk to John about the schedule. Moira waved the chart at the window in the door. “Let’s go into room four and I’ll introduce you to Zigzag’s mom.” Before I pushed the door open, I paused. “How about Jessica and Brittany?”

“Brittany ran anesthesia for most of the surgeries. Jessica saw patients, but she and Dr. McCready argued a bunch, so when he was there, she was mostly assigned to calling clients to get patient updates for one of his studies.”

This explained the look that had passed between Andrew and Brittany when I’d mentioned we were in the process of hiring extra technicians. They’d probably spent the last two weeks trying to figure out how not to end up in the same position at their new internship.

The interns weren’t going to be an instant solution to our doctor shortage, but at least I no longer felt guilty.
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By the end of the day, I would have taken a nap on the break room couch if I hadn’t been worried about setting the wrong example. We hadn’t seen an excessive number of patients, but keeping track of the interns and their cases wore me out. In turn, the interns looked exhausted, in the way of people who had been overloaded with information. I sent them home as soon as we’d discharged the last of the releasable patients.

Fred and Fiona had gone home with Antonia when she came by at lunchtime. That left the pigamus, who was going back to the EC overnight for monitoring, and… Gunther, the gremlin who Gigi was supposed to have taken back to Dr. Green earlier in the afternoon. Without getting up from my rolling chair, I pushed myself through the treatment room door and down the hall to the reception nook, where Debra was closing out the cash register.

“Have you heard when Gigi is coming to pick up Gunther? She was planning to take him over to Westside as soon as they were open again.” After a second’s consideration, I added, “How bad was their fire? I thought they just needed to clean up and get the smoke out.”

Debra scribbled down a number on the deposit slip before she looked up. “Westside is open again. I left a second message on Gigi’s phone fifteen minutes ago.” She sighed. “As much as I can’t stand her, she’s usually reliable. I hope nothing happened.”

Her gremlin wasn’t eating, so I’d started tube feeding him every three hours. Gunther couldn’t stay here with nobody watching him, which meant I could either take him to the emergency clinic — and pay for his care myself since Gigi hadn’t authorized it — or I could take him home with me. Christopher would be landing soon, and I’d hoped to have dinner with him. I’d just need to time the tube feeding right, and I’d have three hours before I had to be back.

Wondering what had happened to Gigi would take more energy than I had. “I’m going to call some clients — let me know when Rumble’s dad shows up. Good job today.” Normally, we tried to discharge patients before the receptionists closed out the system for the day, but the pigamus’s owner couldn’t get away from work earlier, and the discharge process would consist entirely of loading Rumble into the car so the owner could drive the few blocks to the emergency clinic.

Back in the doctors’ office, I left a message for the xenobiologist who was investigating a basilisk die-off. I’d necropsied three animals Martin had brought back to our earth, and the preliminary pathology reports had come in. I’d just hung up when I got a call from Jeanette Dyer, a friend who was also an animal control officer. Since it wasn’t Saturday, there was a good chance this was work related, and it was tempting to ignore the call. I answered anyway. “Please tell me you thought of a great song for karaoke on Saturday and you just couldn’t wait to tell me.”

“If only. You still at work?”

I sighed. So much for getting home in time to clean up before Christopher got back. “What are you bringing me?”

“You know the crazy gremlin rescue lady, right? The guy who lives next door to her went missing, and apparently, the arguments between her and the missing guy have been escalating for the last few months. The neighbor on the other side is convinced Gigi whacked this guy with a shovel and buried him in her back yard. So the cops go over to ask her questions, and she had some sort of medical event. One of the paramedics who responded called us to do a welfare check on the animals.”

Social conventions required me to ask. “Is Gigi okay?”

“She’s in the hospital. I haven’t heard anything more.”

“Was there a body in the back yard?”

“I didn’t see anything that looked like it had been dug up recently.”

With that out of the way, I could get to my real point. “I’m not treating fifty gremlins tonight.”

“Fifty?” Her laugh had no humor. “We seized closer to two hundred. Just flying around all over the second floor. The city inspector is going out there tomorrow and my guess is he’s going to condemn the house.”

Rubbing my forehead, I said, “I’m definitely not treating two hundred gremlins tonight. Everyone’s gone, other than me and Debra. I’m just waiting for an owner to show up.”

“Most of them are fine. I just have a few that look really sick.”

“The emergency clinic… Ah, crap.” On Monday nights, the emergency clinic only had one doctor, and he didn’t like treating xenotics. The pigamus would be fine because the treatment plan had already been decided and the technicians would carry it out. But if Jeanette took a bunch of sick gremlins, I’d get called in to treat them there. “How soon can you get here?”

“Ten minutes.”

I hung up, allowed myself one long groan with my arms flopping down, and then started texting. Debra needed to get home to her kids, and I needed another set of hands. John would come in, but his intention tremor got worse when he didn’t get enough sleep. Calling in the interns on their first night would probably make all of them quit. My message to Fred, sent via the translation app, was brief. “Can you help? Work.” Less than fifteen seconds later, he texted me a thumbs-up. Lately, we’d been trying to rely less on the translation app, so my text log with him contained a lot of emojis and not much else.

Then I grimaced and texted Christopher to let him know dinner was off. He’d get the message when his plane landed, if it hadn’t already. I sighed again. This was not the way I’d wanted to welcome him back.

Jeanette knocked on the back door right after Debra left. When she came in with two carriers, each with multiple occupants, I shook my head. “You said ‘ a few’. That means three.”

“Three, seven, whatever. I have to go back to that house in the morning with enough tools to pull off drywall, because I can hear at least one hiding in there.” She hefted the carriers onto a treatment table. “I tried to convince my boss to intervene last year, and he wouldn’t do it because he didn’t want to get stuck with a bunch of gremlins. Letting her add more didn’t really make things better.”

I regarded her. Jeanette wasn’t usually this grumpy. “You look like you need something to eat. I have See’s chocolates in the staff room freezer.”

She breathed out a laugh and leaned against the treatment table, the items on her work belt thunking against the metal. “Anyone ever tell you that you eat like a little kid?”

“Frequently. But you didn’t answer the question. See’s?”

“Tempting, but I’m going to pick something up on the way back to deal with the other two hundred.” She pushed herself upright again. “Oh, hey, they were all flying around together in the house, but I know you said big groups can be a problem. Is there any rule about how to split them up?”

“No more than thirty together, less is better. And if you see any that aren’t blue-winged, keep those in a different group.” I crouched to look in the carriers and saw seven thin gremlins. All had unhealed wounds, two weren’t strong enough to stand, and the others were straining to breathe. I made a face at Jeanette. “I’ll be here for at least another hour or two, so if you run across others that look unstable, you might as well bring them in.”

Her smile was tired, but genuine. “You know I will. Do you need help with anything before I go?”

“No. Fred’s on his way.”

“Tell him I said hello.”

After she left, I stared blankly at the gremlins, too tired to move. Then I forced myself to get out everything I would need. Gram scale, warmed fluids, treatment sheets, bandage material. What was I forgetting? The less time I spent stressing these gremlins out, the better. The incubators had been turned off at the end of the day, so I turned them back on.

When there was another knock on the back door, I trudged along the hall for what felt like the thousandth time of the day and opened it. Fred was there with a bundled Fiona against his shoulder. Antonia stood next to him. “Guess who we found?” She gestured to the side.

Christopher stood next to her, smiling uncertainly, as if he didn’t know if he’d overstepped some boundary. He waved a little awkwardly.

Then somehow I was standing in front of him, far too close, and the door behind me clicked shut with Fred and Antonia on the other side. Christopher’s t-shirt and jeans looked rumpled, to be expected after a long day flying cross-country. The tiny laugh lines at the corners of his eyes were more pronounced, and his hair was shorter, the sides clipped close with almost military precision.

That last change startled me. My courage failed and I froze. We’d gone through so much together, but the DPAS had yanked him to New York for training the next day. We’d talked on the phone and texted, but… Maybe he’d changed his mind? I hadn’t dated anyone in so long, I wasn’t sure how things worked anymore.

Layered on that was the old insecurity. We’d made plans and then I’d had to cancel because of work. Christopher had to be irritated by that; it was only to be expected. And if I was already letting him down, what chance did we have?

As if he’d read my mind, Christopher’s lips twitched. “I hear this is the most interesting restaurant in town. How long in advance did you book the table?”

That made me laugh in spite of my nerves. Burying my face in his chest, I hugged him tight and reveled in the feel of his warm body against mine. He smelled of laundry detergent and sweat, a not unpleasant combination. Lifting my face, I kissed him. As kisses went, it was nothing special, a little rushed and tentative, but he grinned afterward. Some tension I’d been holding in me drained away.

Leaving one arm around him, I urged him toward the door. “I’m glad you’re here.”

Either Antonia or Fred had left the back door unlocked, so I wasn’t forced to pound on it until they let us in. Cristopher reached forward and opened it for us, keeping the line of our bodies touching. “Fred said you needed help with something.”

“A few gremlins came in at the last minute.” I drew my head away so I could look at him. “That’s right, you have some gremlin handling experience. I’m even more glad you’re here.” We’d found my gremlin, Taco, during the hike when we’d first met. My cover story about being an IRS agent had fallen apart when I’d talked Christopher into restraining the gremlin so I could bandage her injuries.

“I’m all yours. What do you need me to do?”

Just like that. No complaining about how he’d just spent all day flying. No suggestion there was something wrong with me for working late. It took me a moment to get my thoughts in order. “Do you mind taking pictures and writing stuff down? Fred’s great at helping, but this may end up in court, so I’ll need documentation.”

Unless Gigi’s “medical event” put her in the ground, she would almost certainly fight to get every single gremlin back. Having the city inspector condemn the house might stymy her temporarily, but if she got the house fixed up, she’d take animal services to court. Common sense said keeping two hundred gremlins in one house was unhealthy for everyone, but the city didn’t have regulations about animals smaller than a chicken. We would have to prove animals were being harmed.

Antonia, who was familiar with the hospital and gremlins, retreated to the break room to chop vegetables, filling three small bowls of gremlin food, including most of Taco’s favorite treats. “I didn’t know you were out of raisins. I should have brought some,” she said as she came into the treatment room.

We had already weighed, examined, and given fluids to four of the gremlins. The ones who were breathing with extra effort went into the incubator with some additional oxygen. “We might have some in the meat drawer.” Fred handed me the next animal, whose fur was matted and smelled of rotting oranges. I set him on the scale. “Male. One fifteen grams.” After listening to his heart, I frowned. “Moderately dehydrated with an irregular heartbeat.”

Christopher wrote it all down on the side of the treatment sheet. “What causes an irregular heartbeat?”

“Probably electrolyte abnormalities from Gigi’s random supplement of the week.” That would be the best case — fresh water and food would correct the problem as long as the gremlins were otherwise healthy. But it was equally possible some cardiac damaging virus had swept through the flock, brought in by one of Gigi’s unquarantined acquisitions. “Why is the DPAS so panicked about Fiona?” They had kept Christopher in New York for nearly a month, but the day after the baby had arrived, he was suddenly on a flight back home.

After a glance at the cage where Fred had stashed the baby, Christopher shook his head. “They didn’t tell me. But my bosses usually only worry about the verdiran ambassador and political pressure. I know the ambassador sent a message, but from what I heard, it boiled down to ‘let the dead take care of the dead’ so…” He shrugged.

Fred handed me a syringe and held the gremlin while I injected the warmed fluids under his skin. “I wonder how they’ll feel if we can get Fiona healthy again.”

“Yeah. That might change things. But Fiona’s not the reason they sent me back. There’s a biologist who claims he has evidence that someone is dumping toxic waste through a portal. I’m supposed to monitor and document so we can track down whoever is doing it and stop them.” His voice became dry. “Though I’m sure it’s no accident I’ll be in the perfect spot to give updates on Fiona’s condition.”

“I still have no idea what’s wrong with her, so it could be a while.” Then my brain made the connection as I put the gremlin into a cage with the non-respiratory bunch. “Is your biologist named Martin?”

Christopher cocked his head. “Yeah. Last name starts with an R. You know him?”

“Rychowski. I necropsied a few of the dead basilisks. Just got the path reports back over the weekend.” This gremlin’s foot was an infected mess. “Can you get some pictures of this?”

Christopher took photos from different angles. “Anything interesting in the path report?” He pronounced the last two words carefully, as if they were an exotic term.

“Toxic insult to the kidneys and liver. They’re running more tests to narrow down what caused it. There was no evidence of scarring, so it fits with someone dumping toxic waste.” Then I shrugged. “But it could also fit with an algae bloom, or a naturally occurring deposit ending up in the water supply from flooding.”

After setting down everything he was holding, Christopher signed to Fred, the first time he had done so since we’d started talking. From that, I assumed they had already talked about why Christopher had been sent back. Fred nodded.

The muscles in my neck tightened as I pulled up antibiotics for the gremlin. “Be careful when you see Martin. I know he thinks whatever portal he’s been going through is stable, but…” I let my voice trail off. Christopher had led teams to other worlds when he’d been working for the DPAS in Florida, but the portals were more stable there. On the west coast, even now that Xavier was no longer redistributing anchors, portals could disappear, no matter how long they’d been present.

Losing Christopher wasn’t something I wanted to think about.

His hand was warm on my shoulder. “If I go with Martin, I’ll make sure Fred knows where we’re going, I promise.”

“Thanks.” Though it was still a secret kept from the general public, the verdirans could identify and create portals. As long as Fred knew the destination of the portal Christopher went through, he could open another if the first closed. That didn’t mitigate all risk — few worlds had been studied and help wouldn’t be a phone call away — but it got rid of the biggest. It was a special fear of mine; I’d lost my husband during the first portal storm and he’d never come back.

Antonia came back with a tiny box of raisins. “Not in the meat drawer, but hidden behind the string cheese in the butter tray.” She took in my stance. “Everything okay?”

“It’s fine. Just being paranoid.”

“Ah. Following the biologist through the portal.” She nodded. “I already made Fred promise to keep track of them.”

Antonia hid it better, but she understood my fears. Mark was her son.

Fred put the gremlin he was holding in the cage we’d set up and got the next one out. I pulled my thoughts together and concentrated on what I was doing. “Female. One hundred twenty-two grams…”
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Between the long day of traveling and the time change, Christopher had been falling asleep by the time we’d left the hospital, so I dropped him off at his house with a quick goodbye and a promise to spend more time together as soon as we could. After that, I drove home with Gunther the gremlin and set my alarm to go off every three hours so I could tube feed him. The other gremlins that had come from the same house could have used the extra calories, but they needed to be hydrated first.

When I stumbled toward the kitchen to warm up the slurry at 3am, Fred was in the living room holding Fiona. The baby smacked her lips, as if she were nursing, but the bottle by Fred’s elbow was empty.

“Everything okay?” I followed that with You okay? which wasn’t quite as broad, but was as close as I could get.

Fred shook his head. He ran a hand down Fiona’s arm, which she had worked out of the blanket. As I watched, her arm straightened and released. The motion repeated twice more. Then she began crying, both arms clutching at the blanket.

Fred hummed to her softly and held her against his chest, but his eyes were bleak as they met mine.

Belatedly, I realized what I’d been seeing was a focal seizure. The disease progression, the one that “dead” verdiran babies went through, had begun.
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My head was foggy when we got to work in the morning. But despite the interrupted sleep, Fred and I had left on time, mostly because of Antonia’s help.

I hadn’t told her about Fiona’s seizures. Fred hadn’t either.

John was restocking the work truck when we arrived. “Good morning! Good news — you didn’t scare the interns off yesterday. They’re in there fighting over cases.” He latched the side of the truck and looked at us. “What’s wrong?”

“Fiona had at least one focal seizure overnight.” I lifted the carrier with the gremlin as Fred unlatched the car seat from the other side.

John nodded. “You were expecting that, though, weren’t you?”

“I was hoping we’d have a little more time.”

John hefted the bag of baby supplies. “You put a rush on the biopsies. Hopefully, the report will come in this morning. We’ll have a better idea what we’re dealing with then.”

He was right on both counts. I had been expecting seizures, and the biopsy report would probably give us an indication for treatment. That was why I’d taken the skin biopsies in the first place. We weren’t any worse off this morning than we were when Fiona had been left in front of the house, and we had to be closer to finding a cure. I refused to admit any other outcome was possible.

But I could picture her body, cold and lifeless. Death was no stranger.

John opened the door for us. “Where did all the extra gremlins come from? Please don’t say Gigi.”

I grimaced. “Funny you should say that…”

John sighed heavily as we went inside.

After a night of rest, all three interns seemed to have bounced back, which I chalked up to their youth. Not that I was all that much older, but I could feel every year of that decade as Andrew and Brittany gave the gremlins their morning treatments while Jessica pulled up medications and talked to them about the day’s schedule. Jessica, with her unrelenting cheer, was a leader. I’d have to keep that in mind.

Andrew would be going out on farm calls with John today, which would be good for both of them. John would give him reassurance, and Andrew would provide some extra muscle. I worried about the physical demands of large animal work, even though John loved it.

Jessica frowned as she navigated the software to look at the details of the mobile schedule. “Andrew, do you have any experience with fleeters? Looks like you’re going out on a mastitis call.”

Though Brittany was having trouble convincing the gremlin to open its mouth for the antibiotics, I forced myself to stay back and let her figure it out. She paused to look up. “I saw one on my zoo rotation.”

John patted my shoulder, congratulating me on my restraint.

Andrew corralled the gremlin that kept running away from the scale. With a night of fluids and food, the little creature had perked up. “We had a small herd at school. They kept bashing through fences, so everyone on my farm animal rotation got a chance to suture one up at least once. But I can’t claim to be an expert.”

“More than me and Britt.” Jessica whistled and laughed when the gremlin in Andrew’s hands whistled back. “After that, it’s health certificates for a bunch of ponies. That I could help with, but you’ll be fine.”

Andrew nodded and blew out a breath, startling the gremlin he was holding.

“Confidence boost,” I muttered to John.

“I’ll try not to let the ponies trounce him,” he whispered back.

The receptionists had scheduled hour-long appointments for Jessica, which would give her time to look up anything she needed to and also talk to me while she eased into the workload. We’d already arranged for this to be Brittany’s surgery day, though after hearing about their internship, I intended to scrub in on every surgery until all of us were comfortable. The sooner they gained experience, the better.

It wasn’t the schedule I’d envisioned before the interns had arrived, but it was still workable and shouldn’t cause too much stress. The technicians would be able to keep up, especially with Fred’s help.

Our careful planning lasted almost an hour.

Then Rochelle came into the treatment room with Christopher in tow as we were inducing anesthesia in a spiny roller with a mass on his toe. “Dr. C, I have a visitor for you.” She winked at me before wheeling around and returning to the front.

Laurie and Brittany seemed comfortable proceeding, so I stepped back to talk to Christopher. We stood side by side, shoulders touching, as we watched them work. “Rest well?”

“The mattress in the trailer is three inches of foam on top of a solid surface, but that’s the best night’s sleep I’ve had in a month. You?”

“Not great. I was up every few hours and Fiona had a seizure.”

He turned his head to look at me. “Already? From the way Fred described it, I thought you had a little time.”

I tensed, ready to go forward and slow the speed with which Brittany was injecting the first drug, but Laurie said something I didn’t hear and Brittany relaxed the hand holding the syringe. “I’ve been thinking about that. Fred’s timeline may have been off. He assumed Fiona would have been given to him when whatever the previous person was doing had failed.”

Christopher understood where I was headed. “But Fred’s dead to them. So maybe it took a while to admit that he was her last chance.”

“Yeah.” I couldn’t begin to understand the verdiran practice of exiling one of their own so completely, but I could see Fiona’s parents would have been placed in an impossible situation — knowing there was a tiny chance Fred would be able to save their child, but also knowing that taking that chance meant they would never see their baby again. By the rules of their society, it wasn’t an option they were even supposed to consider. I could imagine it took Fiona getting visibly sicker for them to choose the unthinkable.

Unfortunately, that meant we were further behind than I’d realized.

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m crossing my fingers the biopsies I took yesterday will give us some clue. Otherwise, I’m going to have to run more tests.” My university contacts could get us in to use their CT and MRI, but I didn’t see how a brain tumor would keep a verdiran from developing green skin. The initial blood work I’d submitted had been unremarkable aside from some inflammation. That told me her immune system and major organs were working, but not much else. Even if we’d had unlimited funds, there was only so much blood we could get from a baby that size; I’d have to prioritize and I didn’t have any real idea what I was looking for yet. “Are you here for me or Fred?”

“Both, actually. Do you have a phone number and home address for Martin the biologist? All I have is an email address, and he hasn’t answered any of my messages for five days. I could be getting stuck in his spam filter. I thought I’d see if Fred would go over to his house with me. Maybe we can get Martin to show us the portal he’s been using.”

“Yeah, hang on.” We’d struggle without Fred to help us, but Christopher needed him more than I did. I moved over to the computer next to the microscope, leaning past Kathleen as she examined the slides we’d made that morning from the gremlins, and trusting Laurie to call out if anything happened to the spiny roller. A quick search brought up Martin Rychowski’s details. I scribbled them down and handed the paper to Christopher. “Tell him I have the initial results back on those basilisks.”

“Thanks.” Christopher looked around. “Where’s Fred?”

“In an exam room restraining a pigamus for Jessica. They should be coming back here soon.” I checked on the roller’s progress. “I have to get back to work. Maybe we could have dinner?” I winced, thinking of the schedule. “Maybe a late dinner?”

He smiled. “Yes to dinner, and it happens when it happens.” He leaned in for a brief kiss, then moved away and folded his hands. “Go work and pretend I’m not here.”

I put on a cap and mask so the technicians wouldn’t comment on my stupid grin, and then I started scrubbing.

Surgery took about as long as I’d expected. Brittany was slow, but careful; most of my time was spent reassuring her she was doing everything correctly and clasping my gloved hands together so I wouldn’t give in to my impulse to take over. Our third surgery was a dog with an enormous tumor on his spleen. For that one, I performed the splenectomy and let her close the abdomen afterward. It was a common enough surgery that she’d have a chance to do it on her own soon, and I wanted her to have enough time to eat lunch before the afternoon appointments started.

From the rate of Brittany’s careful suturing, I’d have ten minutes before she needed me to look it over and pronounce it fine. Stripping off my gloves, I said, “I’ll be right outside the door. Yell if you need me.”

The verdirans’ preliminary biopsy results were back. I started with Fred’s, skipping past the gross description of the sample I’d sent. The microscopic information was… interesting. Fred’s skin was green not because of biliverdin or some other organic substance, but because of an intradermal layer of green bacteria. All three of the skin samples I’d taken from him showed the same organism. There was a note at the end of the report indicating the pathologist suspected the bacteria were photosynthetic and had requested additional stains.

I stared at the ceiling and thought about that. If adult verdirans had a layer of intradermal bacteria, that explained why infants weren’t green at birth. Nothing like that would make it across the placental membranes. The dotted curves on Fred’s family tree started to make sense. Mother, father, and skin bacteria donor?

Fiona’s report would have made no sense without Fred’s to explain what was normal. The samples I’d taken from her arm and abdomen showed inflammatory cells and no trace of the intradermal bacteria. But the sample from her leg, taken near one of the healed scrapes, had the remains of bacteria eaten by phagocytic cells. Her immune system had attacked the bacteria that were supposed to colonize her skin.

Due to the degradation, the pathologist refused to commit, but said it was possible there was more than one type of bacteria that had been engulfed. Another infection by something taking advantage of the break in the skin barrier? Or another strain of the bacteria that should have taken hold under her skin? There was no way to tell.

Putting all that information together, it looked like Fiona’s body had rejected at least one attempt to seed her skin with verdiran bacteria. Again, that made some sense, given the family tree — the dotted line usually came from one of the parents, but not always. Unless maternal mortality rates made it impossible, the easiest donor would be the mother if all the strains were the same. But if the verdiran immune system fought off some variations, a different donor would be needed.

I glanced into the OR to check on Brittany. She was still focused on her suture line. Laurie gave me a thumbs up from the head of the table where she was monitoring anesthesia.

The biopsies had given an important piece of the puzzle, but the big picture still wasn’t clear. What did the bacteria do? And was Fiona’s lack of skin bacteria the actual problem, or just a symptom of some other disease?

A frivolous thought ran through my head. If the bacteria really were photosynthetic, I’d been more correct than I’d known when I’d called Fred a plant during our signing lessons on Sunday.

Brittany ducked her head through the door. “I’m done. Can you check this?”

“Absolutely.” I went back into the operating room to look at the dog’s belly. Her sutures were slightly uneven, but serviceable. “Looks great.” With her quiet confidence, Brittany would be ready to do her own surgeries soon. It might even give me more time to do some research about Fiona’s biopsy results.
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John and Andrew showed up at noon, covered in blood and smelling like decaying tissue with a whiff of vomit. While Andrew looked a touch shellshocked, John was his usual cheerful self. “Wasn’t really mastitis. And there was some pressure in that pocket of pus.” He clapped a hand on Andrew’s shoulder. “Andrew did great. Lessons were learned.”

Having worked with John during vet school, I knew that phrase. “Always close your mouth,” I said.

John nodded. “Yep. That was the big one. Everyone has to learn that for themself.”

“And the ponies?”

“I think they were intimidated by the smell. They were pretty well behaved for once.”

I shook my head. “I’ll take pus over ponies any day of the week. Hey, after you two get cleaned up, I want to run Fiona’s biopsy results by everyone.”

“Sounds good.” He turned to look at Andrew. “Has anyone shown you the shower facilities yet?”

They headed toward the dog runs, where there was a hose connected to both hot and cold water. Weirdly, even though Andrew was covered in bodily fluids and, from the smell of it, had vomited his breakfast at some point, he seemed more sure of himself. John had that effect on people.

We gathered in the break room during the last ten minutes before afternoon appointments started. I’d printed out a copy of the pathology report for everyone.

Andrew stared at his copy in disbelief. “Photosynthetic?”

Jessica nodded slowly. “So the bacteria are transferred after birth. Like transfaunating a cow. Except her immune system rejected it.”

They hadn’t seen Fred’s drawing of a family tree. “If I understand what Fred told me when Fiona arrived, there are different families of the bacteria. I think some of them must not be compatible.”

Brittany pointed at Jessica. “Transfaunate. That’s it. Maybe.” She held up a finger and closed her eyes as she pulled her thoughts together. “Cows don’t produce B12, do they? At least not directly. It’s the bacteria in the rumen doing that, along with creating volatile fatty acids, right?”

John and I looked at each other, both of us wondering if the other was going to bluff their way through. “I’d have to look it up,” I admitted. That was one of those things I’d learned in school and then never used. Most dairies and cattle ranches hired veterinarians who only dealt with cows. We treated other ruminants, but our focus wasn’t on maximizing weight gain through feed modification.

Fiona was napping in John’s arms. He looked down and patted her stomach gently. “Maybe we need to get you a rumen.”

When Jessica was sure John didn’t have anything to add, she spoke. “I think Brittany’s right.” It was the first time I’d ever heard Jessica sound tentative about anything. She didn’t want to contradict us. “It was one of the questions on my state boards.”

John looked up. “Maybe the dermal bacteria synthesize some vitamin verdirans can’t absorb?”

Another piece of the puzzle clicked into place. “Yes! That would explain why it’s a problem now instead of right after Fiona was born.” The vitamins in the mother’s plasma would pass through the placenta and be stored in the child’s liver. “Most babies would be transfaunated early on, and the bacteria would start producing whatever combination of vitamins they need, but that has got to take weeks or months, especially if the first attempt fails. It only becomes a problem when the liver stores are used up.”

Jessica scribbled something on her copy. “Can we test for vitamin levels in serum?”

“Depends on the vitamin.” Andrew was back in his element. “A liver biopsy is more accurate…” He trailed off as we all looked toward Fiona where she napped in John’s arms. Liver biopsies were about as invasive as a test could get, and, if she was lacking factors involved in the clotting cascade, could cause uncontrolled bleeding. “But if she’s showing signs, maybe the serum test would confirm the diagnosis.”

Under a column I’d labeled “Plan”, I wrote “test for vit deficiencies”. Depending on how much serum each test took, I might have to prioritize based on symptoms produced by deficiencies in humans. “Any other ideas?”

John met my gaze. “We’ve seen some weird adaptations in the last four years — for all we know, those bacteria might not be confined to the skin. Maybe they keep something else in check. It could be anything. But we might need to go for the most likely and cross our fingers.”

Jessica put her pen down. “Can we give her a low dose of a bunch of vitamins? To buy time.”

Nobody dissented. “I’ll talk to Fred.”




  

  





Nine









Mid-afternoon, I found Fred and Christopher waiting in the treatment room when I entered with a lesser dawnbeast tucked under my arm, all four skinny legs dangling. Normally asleep at this time of day, the bright yellow creature had her face buried in my lab coat.

The dawnbeast was owned by a photographer with a huge online following of people who paid a subscription to see the next tableau Ferdy had been added to. This was actually Ferdy III — the first two had perished due to car accident and dog bite. The owner had fixed his fence so the dawnbeasts couldn’t escape, but now Ferdy had developed a rash.

Since the afternoon tech, Joey, was already busy helping Andrew draw blood from a musk slinky, I passed the quivering bundle to Fred and looked at Christopher. “Did you get your documentation already?”

He grimaced. “No. Martin the biologist is missing. We talked to one of his neighbors. He was supposed to speak at a conference over the weekend, but nobody has seen him since Friday. You don’t have any idea where the portal he was using is, do you?”

Fred grabbed Christopher’s wrist and put his hand on Ferdy.

Christopher stroked the dawnbeast’s hair. “That’s really soft.”

“Whatever the owner is using to get it that soft may be part of the problem.” I stared into the open drawer, trying to remember what I’d meant to get out. “No, Martin never told me where the portal was. I don’t think he was trying to hide it, but I never asked.” His words reminded me of something Jeanette mentioned. “Did the neighbor say anything about a woman with a houseful of gremlins?” How many people could be reported missing in a week? The town just wasn’t that big. “Never mind. That doesn’t matter. I’m pretty sure Martin keeps a map of the portals he’s gone through. He had me label the basilisks I necropsied with a site number. I can get that number if you wait a couple minutes.” Oh, right, slides and a scalpel.

“Hopefully, the map isn’t on the phone he took with him.”

I shook my head, thinking about the interactions I’d had with Martin. “He always carried a notebook and pens with him. There may be a digital version, but I’d bet he had a paper map as well.” I blunted the scalpel on the edge of a slide. “While you’re here, do you mind helping me explain something to Fred? It’s about Fiona.” On the other side of the treatment table, Fred’s head swiveled to look at the baby’s cage. He’d been picking up more words lately.

“Sure. What do you want me to tell him?”

I explained the results of the skin biopsies and our theories as I took skin scrapings from the dawnbeast and set them up on a slide with mineral oil. Ferdy hid her head under the towel and trembled. “I think there’s a good chance Fiona is suffering from some sort of vitamin deficiency. We can test for that, but the results won’t get back for at least another week. She’s already having seizures. I think we should try boosting all the common vitamins and hope that buys us some time. But I also need him to know this is a best guess — it might help, but it’s possible this could make things worse if we’ve got it wrong.”

I slipped the slide onto the microscope stage and saw normal skin cells and a little debris. Stepping back, I took Ferdy from Fred and waited for him to look. He scanned the slide, then stood. Normal?

I nodded and gave him a thumbs up. “Let me go talk to this guy about what he’s bathing Ferdy with. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Convincing Ferdy’s owner to hold off on bathing the dawnbeast for a few weeks to see if the rash would clear on its own before we tried drugs took longer than a few minutes, but in the end, I convinced him to document the skin changes each day and send me the photos. If Ferdy’s skin got worse, I’d get her in for a recheck, and if it got better, we could work on finding out which ingredient in the shampoo might be causing the problem.

When I made it back to the treatment room, Fred held Fiona.

“He wants to try the vitamins,” Christopher said, though I’d already read that on Fred’s face.

“And you warned him it might make her worse?”

“Or not have any effect at all, yes.” His eyes held mine for a long moment.

I blew out a long breath. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

We didn’t have a dose range for verdirans, so I chose the low end of the recommended range for humans, pulling up B-complex vitamins from one bottle, and a group of fat-soluble vitamins from another.

Fiona started crying after the first shot and screaming that wailing cat sound after the second. She was just another patient, I reminded myself. She’d forget about this in a moment or two. “There,” I said to Christopher as Fred bundled her back up and grumbled at her. “Let me document that in her chart and I’ll get you the site number for Martin’s basilisks.”

“You’re doing everything you can.”

He meant his comment to be reassuring, but I couldn’t help wishing this was somebody else’s case. “Let’s hope my best is good enough.”
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Despite only seeing a few clients on my own during the afternoon, I was still answering questions from the interns about cases they had seen and getting prepared for the next day’s appointments when Christopher texted. At home yet?

Right. We’d been planning to have dinner together. That might only happen if Christopher didn’t mind eating at the only restaurant in town open after eight. Not yet. Maybe an hour? I still needed to tube feed Gunther, the original skinny gremlin, one last time before leaving him on his own for the night. He’d been picking at food during the afternoon, and I thought we could both use an uninterrupted night’s sleep.

I was mailing the link to a recent paper on roc skin diseases I’d promised to dig up for Jessica when the smell of fried noodles wafted around the corner. Christopher and Fred followed right behind.

“Hope you like chicken chow mein,” Christopher said as he put a bag on the counter. “Ernie claims that’s the best thing on the menu.”

“Smells great.” I took a deep breath and tried to remember if I’d eaten lunch. Running through the day, I remembered multiple surgeries, then John and Andrew returning from lancing the fleeter’s abscess, working through a few procedures with Jessica, talking about Fiona’s biopsy results, and then the busy afternoon of appointments… No. I didn’t think I’d eaten anything since breakfast. “Sorry, I know we were going to have dinner together, but the day sort of got away from me.”

“Don’t worry. This is my apology for canceling on you.” He dished noodles onto a paper plate, added spring rolls and sauce, and handed it to me. “We’ve been looking for the map in Martin’s house all afternoon. His filing system…” Christopher shook his head and handed another plate to Fred. “Anyhow, we’re not done looking yet, and if Martin has been stuck on the other side of a closed portal since Friday… We needed to take a break for dinner, but then we’re going back.”

If Martin had been stranded for five days already, every hour counted. Hopefully, he’d been smart enough to stash supplies on the other side, but if there was a toxin killing off the local wildlife, he wouldn’t be able to eat or drink anything other than his own food and water.

“Want company? I might be able to pick something up from his notes.” As much as I wanted a quiet evening at home, I also wanted to spend time with Christopher, even if we were working.

“What about…?” Christopher looked at the empty cage. “Where’s Fiona?”

“She’s fine. Antonia took her home. Let me make sure she doesn’t have other plans.” A quick phone call to my mother-in-law told me she and Fiona were doing fine on their own. Antonia was delighted to babysit, though slightly less so when she found out we were planning on searching the house of a missing biologist for a map and not going out on a date.

Christopher was closing the food containers when I hung up the phone. I shoveled the last of my food into my mouth. “Hold on two seconds while I feed this gremlin, and then we can go.”
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Since I was on call at the emergency clinic, I followed Christopher and Fred through the darkening streets in my own car. Martin’s house was an aging two-story tract house that had decayed on the same schedule as its neighbors. A few houses on the street looked abandoned, their yards overgrown and untended, but that was a common sight everywhere in town.

Though the house next door had a large white “CONDEMNED” poster stapled to the siding, there was a light on inside. Christopher and Fred waited for me at the curb as I pulled up behind them. “Fingers crossed the city inspector left that light on,” I said, keeping my voice low as I climbed out of the Civic.

Christopher glanced at Gigi’s house. “Friend of yours?”

“Client. Or rather, ex-client.” We followed Fred up the steps to Martin’s porch. “Are we breaking and entering?”

His laugh warmed my bones. “No, that’s more of a third date activity. My bosses contacted the police here and we have permission to go in.” He reached above the door frame and pulled down a key. “Luckily, I found this before breaking a window to get inside.” The screen door opened with a squeak and he inserted the key in the lock.

“He’s not there, you know.” Gigi’s strident voice came from the porch next door, making me jump. “Won’t be coming back, either. That portal he’s been going through closed up and poof, that’s one problem solved.” Gigi was wearing her ever-present outfit of an oversized t-shirt on top of baggy sweatpants. A hospital bracelet was dark against her pale wrist, but she seemed as hale as ever.

I slowly leaned to the side, hoping Christopher’s body would block her view of me, but it was too late. She squinted. “Is that you, Dr. Cunningham? How is Gunther?”

I stopped trying to hide. “Doing better. He’ll be ready for you to take him to Westside in the morning.”

“Don’t think I won’t,” she replied, an edge of anger present in her voice. “Dr. Green listens to me.”

Presumably, I was supposed to be wounded because she didn’t like me, but I was just happy she hadn’t alienated Dr. Green yet. “I’m glad you found someone you’re comfortable with.” There was no way I was going to let her drag me into rehashing our arguments now. Besides, there was no point — aside from Gunther, who hadn’t been seized by the animal services, she didn’t have any gremlins at the moment. Christopher had finally unlocked the door. I waved. “Take care.”

Inside the living room, mismatched furniture vied for space with buoys, nets, and a kayak. A pile of electronic equipment took up the corner. I didn’t recognize any of it, but everything looked hardened against the elements, as if it was meant to remain in one place and collect data for months at a time. The room had the not-unpleasant odor of soil and brine.

Christopher closed the door behind us. “She seems…”

“Yeah.”

We followed Fred to the dining room, where thigh-high stacks of binders, books, notebooks, and manuals leaned against both walls. A folding table like the ones used at conferences held more stacks.

I took a moment to look at it all. “I’m guessing Martin has a system.”

“Possibly, but it’s not obvious to me.” Christopher drew an imaginary line about two-thirds of the way across the room. “We’ve looked at everything on the table and on the floor up to here.” His lips quirked up. “It’s not too late to run away. I won’t think any less of you, I promise.”

Choosing a spot on the worn beige carpet at the far end, I picked up the folder at the top of the stack. “Can’t get rid of me that easily.”

He laughed and sat down two feet away. Fred moved to the living room to go through the notebooks piled on one end of the couch.

Martin’s notes were detailed but erratic. After I got used to his sloping scrawl, I scanned entries in his logbooks, ignoring temperature and wind speed data while I looked for any clue to where the portals he was using might be. Over the winter, one site had no data for a week, then resumed on a regular schedule.

I held the notebook out so Christopher could see it. Our knees were touching as we sat amidst the piles.“This gap is around the time we had a bunch of flooding out on the county roads. If that was the reason for the break, we’re looking for a site that’s not in town.” I shrugged. “That doesn’t really narrow it down, and it may not even be the site he’s been working at recently, so I don’t know if it’s helpful.”

“That tracks with what I found when I went through his garbage. Coffee cups and fast food receipts from the mini-market on the northeast edge of town.”

I paged through the rest of the logbook and set it down with the rest. “Is your new manager being supportive?” The next thing on the stack was the manual for a seismograph. After flipping through it to make sure Martin hadn’t made any notes in the margins, I put it in my discard pile.

“So far. We’ll see.” He sounded skeptical, and for good reason. Immo Ring had bought control of much of the DPAS, which meant it only worked on projects that either didn’t cost much or that helped make the billionaire more money. We’d had multiple late night calls discussing whether it made sense for Christopher to remain. He enjoyed analyzing and exploring portals, but the corruption in the agency left a bad taste in his mouth. “How did she know?”

I stopped paging through the statistics book and looked at him. “How did who know what?”

“The neighbor. How did she know he wasn’t coming back?”

Our eyes met. “Gigi wouldn’t…” I couldn’t complete that sentence because I’d heard Gigi threaten at least three other people while she was still a client. Not that I’d believed her, but maybe I should have. “Jeanette said the cops went to talk to her when Martin disappeared because another neighbor was convinced she’d killed him and buried him in the yard.” When he raised an eyebrow, I shook my head. “No recent digging. But you’re right, she seemed awfully certain.”

“Something about the way she described the portal vanishing makes me think she was there.”

“But…” The chances of Gigi being present when a stable portal just happened to close were practically zero. Sure, it was possible to close them by changing the topography of the land they rested on — Christopher and I had done so multiple times. But that technique wasn’t common knowledge. At least… as far as I knew. “How would she know how to do that?”

He shrugged. “The DPAS field guide is out there. Nobody’s trying to hide it.”

The statistics book thudded back onto the pile. “You’re going to make me go talk to Gigi, aren’t you?”

“How bad can she be?”

I shook my head at him. “Let me introduce you.”




  

  





Eleven









Gigi’s porch smelled like urine. Maybe it was because the front door was open, the entrance covered only by a flimsy screen door, but I suspected the smell lingered even when the house was closed up. I knocked on the frame and waited.

Inside, Gigi spoke loudly on the phone. “No, no. The kind they sell to treat ick. The packaging is green and blue. In the fish department.” She waited a few seconds. “Yes, that’s it. Dissolve one packet in their water.”

My groan was nearly inaudible, but Christopher looked over and raised one brow.

“That’s not…” I shook my head. Putting drugs in a gremlin’s water usually just ended up with a sick gremlin who was now dehydrated. And that didn’t even address the problem of Gigi practicing veterinary medicine without a license. But if I started talking about it now, I wouldn’t be able to stop, and we needed information from Gigi. “Never mind.” I banged on the doorframe again and raised my voice. “Gigi? Can I talk to you for a minute?”

She emerged from the kitchen and walked to the door, phone still held to her ear. “What do you want? You can’t come in.”

My lungs had just recovered from a bout of pneumonia. I wouldn’t go inside that house without a well-fitted respirator. “We need to ask about your neighbor, Martin.”

Gigi looked between us, then spoke into the phone. “I have to go. Call me in the morning and we’ll arrange the location.” She tapped the phone and slid it into the pocket of her sweatpants. “What about him? I’m not sorry he’s gone.”

Ignoring that last part, I introduced Christopher, adding, “He works for the Department of Portal Analysis and Security.”

Christopher smiled at her. “When you were talking earlier, it sounded like you may have seen the portal Martin went through before it disappeared. It would really help us if we knew where it was.”

Instead of succumbing to his charm, Gigi scowled at him from the other side of the screen. “What does it matter? He’s gone.”

Upping the wattage on his smile, Christopher ducked his head in a self-deprecating movement. “Ma’am, I have to follow up on anyone who disappears. There’s a form — you know how it is. And I have to put the spot on a map as accurately as possible, so the scientists don’t get bad data.”

This was a side of Christopher I hadn’t seen before. As a we’re all in this together act went, it was pretty convincing. Unfortunately, Gigi wasn’t buying it. “Go away. I have to drive three hours in the morning to pick up a bunch of sick gremlins.” She put a hand on the door, ready to close it.

Years of dealing with Gigi gave me an alternate way to handle her. “Tell us where the portal was before you closed it, and I’ll waive the charges for the extra day.” Time was of the essence, and it wasn’t like Gigi would pay her bill anyhow. I’d gladly write off the amount if it meant never dealing with her again.

She eyed me with suspicion. “You can’t prove anything.”

I shrugged. “You’re right. So you might as well save some money and tell us where he was.” Right now, finding Martin was the most important thing. If Gigi was ever charged with anything, it wouldn’t be my job to find the evidence.

It took a little more talking and then I had to wait while Gigi wrote up a contract on a sheet of notebook paper, in which I agreed not to charge her for the additional twenty-four hours of care for Gunther. After I signed it, Gigi told us how to get to the spot where Martin had gone through the portal. She even drew a map, which I intended to save just in case anyone ever did come looking for evidence against her.

“You should be ashamed you care more about money than helping animals,” she said as Christopher and I turned to go. “I know everyone who does rescue work, and I make sure they know all about you.”

Though she’d intended her words to hurt, anyone who took advice from Gigi wasn’t a client I wanted to have. “Have a nice night!” Being polite would frustrate her more than anything else I could do.

Gigi slammed the door.
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An hour later, we were in an olive grove northwest of town, trudging along a path worn in the dirt between the trees, lights from our phones illuminating flashes of leaves and trunks and occasionally reflecting off small eyes. At least no warnings about large animals had been issued recently, so we were unlikely to run into anything big enough to hurt us. Hopefully.

Fred was in the front, only occasionally using his light, and easily avoiding all the obstacles I ran into.

Ducking under a branch, Christopher blew out a noisy breath. “That woman was insane. Are all your clients that bad?”

“Ex-client, remember? There’s a reason for that. Most of my clients are lovely people.” There was no way I was ever letting Gigi through the hospital doors again. I flinched as something touched my arm, but it was only a leaf. “Hoarding is a disease. Gigi is my reminder that someone can be a jerk and also mentally ill, and the two are completely unrelated.”

Christopher’s head hit something and he reeled back. I caught his shoulder to keep him from moving forward. “You okay?”

Christopher rubbed his forehead. “I’m fine. Won’t even leave a bump. How did Fred not hit that? We’re the same height.”

Fred emerged from the side of the trail right next to us.

“Fred was holding it down so you’d run into it.” I clamped my phone under my arm and signed You plant. He found that even funnier than the middle finger. “We should be almost there, right? It’s been about fifty yards.”

Gigi’s directions had been imprecise, involving parking by a fallen tree, climbing over a ditch, and finding the third path after the start of the olive grove. We were in the right general area — we’d found Martin’s car near the crossroads — but that left at least one square mile to search for a portal that was no longer there.

According to Martin’s notes, he always marked the edges of the portals he studied with yellow irrigation flags, so he would know if his portal had been replaced with another in the same area. Martin might have been reckless in his pursuit of knowledge, but at least he knew enough not to blindly go through a new portal without preliminary tests.

Fred crooked his finger and wound around another olive tree. There, next to a withered stump, were two yellow flags. The dirt between them was disturbed, as if someone had dug a trench, which was probably what Gigi had done. She’d trailed Martin to this site, waited until he’d gone through the portal, and then dug the ground out beneath it until the portal collapsed.

Now we were here, and I was hoping Fred could figure out where that portal had gone. Another verdiran had done that in front of us when we’d ended up in the swamp, but that portal had only been gone a few minutes — this one had collapsed almost a week ago.

Fred raised his hands, one palm out, as if he were a mime pushing against an invisible wall. In his other hand, he held his piece of the central tree, the chunk of wood that helped him align his portals correctly.

Nothing happened. After another minute of watching him stand there, I shifted so I was looking at Christopher, who was standing at my shoulder. “Really, though, is she going to get away with this?”

“I’ll talk to my boss. I doubt there are any local laws that apply, but there may be something federal. The DPAS has an enforcement division. I think it will be up to them.” He fell silent as a portal shimmered into being under Fred’s hand. “That’s my cue. If we’re not back in fifteen minutes, head on home.”

Reaching for his neck, I pulled him in for a long kiss. “Be careful,” I said as we pulled apart. My job was to wait for them to come back, and guide the rescue team to this site if they didn’t.

“I will. I promise.” He elbowed Fred, who was pretending to have fallen asleep. Fred’s forehead wrinkled, and then the portal shimmered and both men disappeared.
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Even when I turned off my phone’s flashlight to save the battery, I could see the portal billowing in a non-existent breeze.

I hated waiting. I especially hated waiting when I knew Christopher could be in danger. Fred could always create another portal and run somewhere safer, but if they got separated, Christopher would be in trouble. I paced, wearing a path in the dirt well back from the flags. When I was convinced twenty minutes had gone by, I checked my phone — it had barely been ten.

Something small and fox-like slunk around the edge of the open space. It might even have been a fox, though foxes hadn’t been in this area four years ago. Every species had their niche, but all that had been disrupted when the portals appeared. Initially, bald eagle populations in Alaska had dropped when their scavenger niche was taken over by the phoenix, a large xenotic bird with crimson and orange feathers. Then the fire rats established themselves, their population exploding during the spring when they gorged on eggs in phoenix nests. Last I’d heard, the bald eagles were rebounding and the phoenixes had carved out their own spot in a national forest.

Anything could be happening on the other side of that portal. They could have run into a group of basilisks and been shocked. The portal might have opened on the edge of a cliff, sending them plummeting the instant they’d gone through. Or whatever had killed the basilisks I’d necropsied could have strengthened — some toxins could incapacitate in just a few breaths. Christopher and Fred could have succumbed before they’d been able to turn around.

Thirteen minutes after Christopher and Fred had gone through, the portal shimmered again. Fred appeared first, holding another man’s arm over his shoulders, helping him stay upright. When I turned the flashlight on, I recognized Martin, though he was sunburned and gaunt. His lips were dry and cracked, and his eyes seemed to have sunk into his head. At a guess, his water supplies had run out days ago.

I helped ease Martin to the ground. “Welcome back! We’ve been looking for you.”

He nodded, exhaustion making even that movement look hard.

The portal stayed quiet. Keeping my panic suppressed, I forced my voice to be light as I looked at Fred. “Christopher?”

Okay. Fred lifted his phone and pretended to take pictures. Then he held up two fingers.

Right. The reason Christopher had gone looking for Martin in the first place was to document what was happening on the other side of that portal. Now the portal was back, it wasn’t any more dangerous on the other side than it had been during all the time Martin had been taking readings.

I wanted to wait until I saw him emerge unharmed.

But the sooner we got Martin to the hospital, the better. It made more sense for me to help Fred carry him to the car than to stand here wringing my hands and doing nothing. I crouched next to the biologist. “Martin, we’re going to get you back to the road now. I’ve got some water in my car.” It wouldn’t be safe to let him have more than a few swallows, but that would be a start.

Fred crouched on Martin’s other side. This would be just like lifting the heavy animals in the hospital. I counted, “One, two, three.” Martin shot up, faster than I was expecting — he’d never been large and he’d lost a lot of mass since I’d last seen him. I ducked my head under his arm, Fred did the same on the other side, and we staggered along the path toward the road.

The journey took longer than it had on the way in because the trail wasn’t wide enough for three people abreast. Martin tried to walk during the first part, but after ten yards, he slumped between us, his feet dragging on the ground.

Branches brushed against my face, catching in my hair. I really hoped we weren’t carrying a corpse, but there was no point in stopping to check before we got to the cars. My phone lit the path in unsteady flashes as we stumbled along.

Getting across the ditch nearly stymied us. It was dry, but the banks were high and steep, and I couldn’t climb them locked in our three-person embrace. After two aborted attempts, we let Martin flop down with his arms over the edge, then climbed out and hauled him up. It was more difficult this time because Martin was a dead weight and I was tired.

When we reached my car, I dug for my keys without putting Martin down, afraid that I wouldn’t have the energy to pick him back up again. Fred and I shoved him into the passenger side, then I went around to the other side to recline the seat and belt him in. I poured an inch of water into a discarded cup, but Martin wasn’t alert enough to swallow. At least he was still breathing.

Christopher hadn’t caught up to us during our walk.

That didn’t matter now. I needed to get Martin to the hospital. When Fred closed the passenger door, he pointed first to himself and then to the dark olive grove where Christopher should be appearing soon.

Thank you. I put the car in gear, made a careful u-turn, and sped toward the lights of town.
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Martin was still alive when I reached the hospital’s emergency entrance. My yells for help brought two nurses, who pulled him from my car and rushed inside.

I’d planned to return to the olive grove as soon as I’d dropped off Martin at the hospital, but when I got back to my car after explaining Martin’s condition to the receptionist, I saw the text from Christopher. Back safe. Meet at hospital. There was also a text from Fred with a thumbs-up emoji. Instead of following the hospital driveway around the building back to the street, I turned off into visitors’ parking and waited for them to arrive. We needed to get our stories straight before we went inside.

Five minutes later, Christopher’s truck parked next to me. Pulling Christopher close was starting to feel more natural now, his forearm pressing against the small of my back, my fingers tracking the muscles along his spine.

Instead of letting go completely, he loosened his grip and pivoted to my side. “How is he?”

“Alive when we got here. But we need to figure out what we’re going to say. We can’t say Fred did his thing and you two brought him back.” If the verdirans’ ability to open portals became common knowledge, their role in the catastrophes of the last four years would follow. Xavier — and possibly others — had changed the anchors aligning the worlds for his own reasons. That had set off a cascade of changes, destabilizing multiple worlds, including this one. Most verdirans weren’t responsible for the massive changes here, but that wouldn’t matter.

Christopher shrugged. “We can say the portal was there when we went to find him. Pretend he got stuck there for some other reason and was too weak to get help.”

“Except, if we do that, Gigi gets away with attempted murder. Nobody would believe the portal went away and popped up in the exact same spot. Gigi will say nothing ever happened, and there will be no evidence she did anything.” I sighed. “But that’s probably the story we need to go with. We’ll have to warn Martin about her.” If he survived.

“I agree.”

Fred had been concentrating on our conversation, but I didn’t think his English comprehension was strong enough to understand. Christopher haltingly signed our decision to lie about Martin’s rescue. Nobody would think to ask Fred — he was the only verdiran in the area, and most people had no idea what to do with him — but better to tell him about our plans, just in case.

When the receptionist saw us walk through the door, she picked up the phone. My question of whether it was because of me or Fred was soon answered when a woman in a white coat came through the ER doors and headed straight toward me. Her badge read Dr. Ivy Rogers.

“You brought that man in?”

“Yes.” I introduced everyone. She nodded to Fred and focussed on me, but the move seemed to be less a prejudice against verdirans and more a focus on getting the information she needed. I’d identified Martin to the nurses who’d helped get him out of the car, but they’d either forgotten his name or hadn’t passed it along.

Christopher gave her Martin’s address, and I spelled out his surname. “He’s not conscious?”

“No. Do you know what happened to him?”

“Martin’s a xenobiologist.” Dr. Rogers’ face changed when I said that, as if a whole world of possible diagnoses had opened up. I sympathized, since I often had that reaction when I found out what advice my clients had followed from the internet. “He said he had proof of toxic waste dumping at one of the sites he was monitoring. But I think he got stuck on the other side of the portal since sometime on Friday and didn’t have safe water to drink.”

Dr. Rogers nodded slowly as she considered that. “Okay. Do you know if he has any medical conditions?”

I shook my head. Christopher said, “There was a bottle of Synthroid in his kitchen. That was the only medication I saw.”

“You’re a relative?”

If the doctor found out we were neither friends nor relatives, we would never get in to see Martin when he woke up, and we needed to do that before he told anyone his version of the rescue. But Christopher was already shaking his head before I could nudge him.

“No, I’m a ranger with the DPAS. We went looking for him when we found out he’d gone missing.”

“He’s lucky you found him when you did. Another day and he would have been dead. He still has a long road ahead of him, but…” She trailed off and I realized that was as close as she was going to come to breaking HIPAA rules and giving us information. But she’d implied he was going to get better, which I took as a positive sign.

Christopher pulled out his wallet. “Can I leave my card for him to call me when he’s in better shape? I’ve been trying to get in touch about this toxic waste issue for a while.” He handed the doctor his card before she could tell him that wasn’t her job. That, combined with his smile, had her putting the card in her lab coat pocket. “Thank you.”

She nodded to all three of us and disappeared behind the doors leading to the emergency room.

I elbowed Christopher lightly. “Pretty sure she only took that card because she thought you were cute.”

He put an arm around me. “Might as well use any advantage I have. Otherwise, we’re going to have to wait until he’s discharged to talk to him.” When I turned my head, he was smiling, but his cheeks were red.

“Smart.” The three of us went outside and headed for the visitor’s lot. I smothered a yawn as we walked.

Christopher echoed my yawn, making us both laugh. He shook his head to clear it. “I need to get a report to my boss with the pictures I took tonight. Which means he may have me collecting samples for a while, but assuming I’m still here tomorrow…”

“Dinner, yes.”

Fred leaned against my car and made a show of looking away as Christopher and I said goodnight.

I rested both hands on Christopher’s chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart beneath my palms. “You’ll be careful, right?”

“Always.” He covered my hands with his own. “I’ll text you before I go through any portals and let you know when I should be back.”

“I know I’m being paranoid…” This would be baggage I brought to our relationship. There was no denying it.

“I get it. And you’re not being paranoid.” He gave me another quick kiss and stepped back, still holding my hands. “Besides, if I ever get trapped out there, you’re the person I want looking for me.”

Letting him lighten the mood, I tilted my head toward Fred. “I know someone who can be helpful in those sorts of searches.”

“Sleep well.”
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The next few days fell into the usual pattern of work, interrupted by occasional stolen moments with Christopher. “When the interns get settled in, I’ll have more time,” I promised as I stepped out of the kitchen to take a call from the emergency clinic on Friday night. Antonia had left a huge container of spaghetti sauce and meatballs in the refrigerator. Cooking noodles was within my skill set.

Fred had taken Fiona through a portal before the water had boiled. I suspected they would both have a new patch of scraped skin when they came back, evidence of another attempt at transfaunation.

The baby’s focal seizures had slowed, then stopped. I chalked that win up to the vitamin injections. But she’d gotten fussier about eating. When we’d put her on the scale at work that morning, she’d lost half a pound. It wasn’t enough to make me panic, but it worried me. Fred and Antonia had backed off on adding new solid food to her diet and increased the number of times they offered the bottle during the day.

By the time I got off the phone, Christopher was draining the spaghetti. “Do you need to go in?”

“Maybe. They have to talk to the owner about whether they want to take the roc to surgery first. Or can afford it.” Money was often an issue. Some clients had such bad credit they didn’t qualify for emergency loans. As much as I wanted to help the animals and clients anyway, supplies had to be purchased and staff needed to be paid. I tried to help people who were struggling, but the reality was, I couldn’t help everyone without putting my own hospital out of business, and the emergency clinic had the same problem.

“So we have at least five minutes.”

“Maybe even ten.”

Christopher put the noodles on two plates, and I added sauce from the pot bubbling on the stove. We moved easily together in the small kitchen, not bumping into each other, but also not leaving extra space. He reached past me to get the salt and pepper. “Before I forget, the ambassador may be sending someone here in the next few days.”

“Because…?”

“I don’t completely understand, but things changed when they found out the seizures had stopped. From the messages I saw, this is something like a child protection service caseworker. They’re sending someone to make sure Fiona is safe.” He shrugged. “Last I saw, Noonan was trying to arrange some sort of escort.” His voice was dry. “He’s trying to make up ground with the ambassador.”

“That guy…” Noonan was one of the compromised leaders at the DPAS. I’d met him — I wasn’t impressed.

“Yeah.”

We sat down at the table. “So they’re sending someone who won’t even acknowledge Fred exists. Are they at least sending someone to translate?”

The DPAS had people who could understand verdiran speech. Those translators would still need to type in anything we needed to say — I wasn’t sure human vocal cords could make all those sounds — but at least I wouldn’t be stuck relaying information to and from the new verdiran.

Christopher laughed around a bite of spaghetti. “I don’t think they’re sending someone to translate. I think my job description just changed.”

While it was kind of a waste of Christopher’s skills to wander around after a verdiran just so he could relay questions and answers, Fiona was living in my house and often came to work with me. “Maybe we’ll finally be on the same schedule.”

“Wouldn’t that be nice?”

Both our phones rang. Our eyes met and I tried not to laugh. “This is Dr. Cunningham.” Across the table, Christopher answered his phone.

Both our calls were quick. Shoveling the last meatball in my mouth, I said, “I have to go.”

He leaned over to eat, mirroring my moves. “And the verdiran representative is ‘making her own way here’. If that means what I think it means, she may be here soon.” By choosing their portal destinations carefully, verdirans could cross the country without traveling on land.

As if on cue, Fred came into the kitchen with Fiona bundled in a beach towel. She grumbled and he growled back. Then he shoved her into my arms. I unwrapped the towel to find another scrape, still oozing. The first one Fred had given her had almost healed. It didn’t look as inflamed as the earlier wounds, which I thought might be a good sign. Fred’s dermal bacteria didn’t seem to be inciting the same inflammation as the previous donor’s. Maybe we’d bought her enough time with the vitamin injection for the transfaunation to work.

In the light of the kitchen, her skin had a yellow tinge to it. Was she jaundiced? I made a mental note to look at it tomorrow under the white hospital lights.

I passed Fiona off to Christopher and dashed back down the hall to grab a clean sweatshirt. It would take my car a good ten minutes before the heater worked, and the night air would be cold when I finished up at the hospital. The doorbell rang. “Can you get that?” Somewhere in the clean clothes basket was the headband to hold the special light I used in roc surgeries.

I found the headband among the socks. It was a stretchy fleece strip Antonia had made for me, with embroidered rocs dancing along the edge. I paused to send a group text to the interns. Surgery on roc at EC in 30 min. All three wanted as much experience as possible, so I’d promised to let them know if there were any interesting cases. Hopefully, I’d impressed on them that these late night surgeries were truly voluntary.

Jessica would almost certainly show up — she was the sort of person who would jump at every opportunity, right until she burned out and couldn’t get out of bed. I worried about her because she masked things so well, I would never see it coming.

Andrew might be there, too. He was still scrambling to catch up, though he was doing better than he thought he was. If I could ever boost his self-confidence, he’d be fine.

Brittany… She might actually stay home and sleep. That made her the smartest of all of us. But then again, she might show up just because the other interns were the only friends she had in town. Plus, surgery could be fun.

Back in the living room, Christopher was finishing up the full formal bow to a female verdiran. Her age was hard to pin down, given the thicker verdiran skin and lack of hair to go gray, but I guessed she was somewhere in her thirties, just like Fred. She wore a long blue tunic over loose gray trousers and soft-soled boots. Cresting waves were embroidered along her collar. With her perfect posture and immaculate appearance, she was Fred’s opposite in every way.

Meanwhile, Fred sat at the kitchen table, facing away from the living room. He was clicking his tongue at Fiona, pretending she had his full focus, but I could see the tension in his shoulders. Fred was protecting Fiona, and maybe himself.

I wanted to turn Fred’s chair around and then force this newcomer to acknowledge him. But I had a sick roc waiting for me to show up and operate, so I merely kissed Christopher on the cheek and asked him to text me when he knew what was going on, waved hello to the new verdiran, and called out, “See you later, Fred.” He might not understand the words, but he was good at picking up on my tone of voice.

Then I grabbed my backpack and left, hoping my house wouldn’t be a battleground by the time I returned.
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Removing the parasite obstructing the roc’s intestine was both gross and satisfying, but operating in dim red lights — needed due to the photosensitive nature of roc tissues — left me with a headache. Not even the coffee I’d gulped down helped.

Jessica had watched and offered to write up the surgical report. I could have done it in a few minutes, but she had the next day off and she swore she would remember better if she did the write up. She also filled out the forms to find out what kind of worm had been lodged in the roc’s abdomen. If it turned out to be common, we’d need to develop anti-parasitic protocols.

Happily, the roc had woken up, flapped his stubby wings, bitten the bandage I’d wrapped over the incision, and then chirped hungrily. From his general extra-chubby dragon shape, I assumed his owner had been trained to heed that call. He leaned into my hand when I scratched his neck. “They’ll bring you dinner when you’re awake enough to eat it.” He nipped my finger, making me yelp and laugh.

A text from Christopher waited on my phone. “I have stories to tell. Taking Waterfall to the Daisy Inn for the night.”

Presumably, Waterfall was the verdiran woman. I considered calling Christopher to hear the stories, but it was two in the morning and he’d sent the text over an hour ago. With any luck, he was already asleep.

The caffeine left my thoughts churning as I drove home. Maybe I should have offered to let Andrew close the abdomen since he’d scrubbed in with me. But he’d had dark shadows under his eyes, and I was pretty sure both of us had just wanted to finish up as quickly as possible and go home to bed. Brittany had done the smart thing and stayed home to sleep. Hopefully that didn’t mean she’d realized how little I knew about what was going on.

By the time I made it home, my car had finally warmed up enough to keep me from shivering, and I had to force myself to turn off the engine and brave the cold on the bright walkway to the front door. After nearly walking into a portal last month, I’d cut back the shrubs near the pavement and put a stronger bulb in the porch light. It had become a gathering place for all the moths in the area, but at least I wasn’t going to accidentally walk through a portal.

The television was on, showing a Bugs Bunny cartoon with the volume low. Fred waved hello from the recliner as if nothing were wrong. Fiona was fast asleep on his chest, her fist shoved into her mouth. Whee and Oink were sprawled on his legs, Taco perched on the top of the recliner, and the cats were curled together on the couch. Fred might just have still been awake after giving Fiona a bottle, but the cartoon was a sign. For the first week after he’d been cut off from his people, he’d spent most nights staring at the classic cartoon channel.

“You okay?” I signed the question, too, even though he knew those words.

Good. Then he went back to staring at the television while absently rubbing Fiona’s back.

So… He didn’t want to talk about it. Fair enough. “Good night.” Tomorrow, Christopher would tell me what had happened. For now, it was enough to know everyone was safe.
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In the morning, still bleary-eyed even after a shower, I walked into the kitchen to find Antonia chopping vegetables for omelets. A lot of vegetables. “How many people are coming over to breakfast?”

She started. “Good morning!” Setting down the knife, she surveyed the mound of onion on the cutting board. “I got a little lost in my thoughts, didn’t I? No matter. I’ll make meatloaf for dinner. You can always add extra vegetables to meatloaf.”

I nodded as if everyone knew that, which made her laugh.

Antonia turned back to her preparations and said a little too casually, “So what do you think about this new verdiran?” Butter sizzled in the frying pan. “She has a lot of self-confidence, doesn’t she? I’m pretty sure she and Fred knew each other from before.”

“He’s not talking to you, either?” I poured myself a mug of coffee and took a big gulp. “Wait, when did you meet her?”

“Christopher came over last night to ask me about motels nearby. He wanted to make sure he wasn’t sending her someplace that might be a problem.”

A problem with staff prejudiced against verdirans, I assumed. At first glance, it seemed ridiculous to ask my mother-in-law about it. How would she know what hotel would be safe for verdirans? But Antonia knew people everywhere. She probably had a pretty good idea which of the three local motels would be best.

A handful of onions went into the pan. “So I came back to the house with him. How else was I going to find out what was going on?”

“And?”

“Fred and Waterfall were carrying on a conversation through the baby.” She smiled at my confusion, stirred the onions, and put a lid over the skillet. “Neither talked to the other, but both of them said things to Fiona.”

“Ah.” I could picture it: Fred not looking up, speaking to the baby; when he paused, Waterfall doing the same thing. “That would almost be funny if it wasn’t so sad.” My thoughts flashed back to Fred watching cartoons when I’d come home. “Did you get any idea how long she’s planning to stay?” The sooner she left, the faster things would go back to normal, whatever normal was.

“No…” Antonia made the word into two syllables.

I raised my brows and waited.

“I got the feeling… maybe this is a long-term stay. I think she assumed she’d be staying here, with Fiona.”

Having Fred stay was one thing — I liked him and he made me laugh. Plus, I was at least partly responsible for him losing all his friends and family. If he’d left Christopher and me in that swamp as the verdiran elders had demanded, he’d still be connected to his people and I’d be dead.

But having another verdiran living here, one I didn’t know and who made Fred sad — that was another thing entirely. “Then I hope she really likes the Daisy Inn. I hear they have a good continental breakfast.”

In truth, the motels in town tended to be described as “charming” and “eclectic” by anyone used to the large chains. We were too small to attract the big companies, and not many people came to visit. Rooms were usually rented to those who needed time to find more permanent accommodations — people on the cusp of divorce, those whose homes had been damaged by fire, and the occasional person who became unnerved by portals in their back yard.

Antonia cracked eggs into a bowl. “Give her a chance. Strictly speaking, I don’t think conversations held with Fiona as the intermediary are allowed, so maybe she’s more flexible than you think.” She frowned. “Fred’s sleeping in this morning?”

“He was still up when I got back.” I checked the time on my phone. “But if he’s coming to work with me, he needs to get a move on.”

She set down the spatula, but before she could leave the kitchen, we heard a door opening at the back of the hall. Fred came in, Fiona in his arms. He handed the baby off to me and signed good morning to Antonia, then busied himself mixing up formula for another bottle. I watched him for a moment, trying to see any evidence of the inner turmoil that had led to Bugs Bunny in the early morning hours, but he had his usual pleasant demeanor.

In the light coming through the window, Fiona’s skin looked yellow.
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Saturdays at the hospital were a break in routine. We didn’t schedule surgeries, and appointments stopped shortly after noon. That might have led to a calmer day, except we also only had one technician working and she didn’t arrive until we opened at eight.

Because of that, I had to take blood from Fiona and read the manual on the blood analyzer to make sure I was setting up the sample correctly. Meanwhile, Andrew and Brittany were doing exams and treatments on the hospitalized animals, with Fred helping wherever he could. Usually, I handed the samples to the technicians to work their magic.

The machine beeped at me angrily. I withdrew the cartridge, turned the analyzer off and back on again, put the tiny vial in place, and inserted the cartridge again. It beeped and flashed ERROR 32.

Andrew put the gremlin he’d been weighing into a clean cage. “Want some help?”

I’d promised myself I wouldn’t let him act as a technician because he needed to be pushed into remembering his new role. But I also needed to see how bad Fiona’s liver values were. “Show me what I’m doing wrong.”

He turned the machine off, inserted the cartridge, then turned it on. “Now you have to wait until it says ‘Ready’.” When the display flashed READY FOR SAMPLE, he inserted the vial and pressed the lever. The display changed to PROCESSING. “There.”

Fred had watched the process carefully. I suspected he’d be able to replicate it the next time I got stuck.

“Thank you.” It would take five minutes before the results were ready. “How are the gremlins this morning?”

“All of them are stable enough to go…” He paused. “They’re going to need twice daily treatments. Is that possible at the local shelter?”

“That is a really good question.” The shelter usually found foster homes for animals needing ongoing medical care, but Gigi had dominated the gremlin foster care community for so long, she might have been their only point of contact. “I’ll call Jeanette and see what their plan is.” Maybe Antonia could foster this group for a bit — then I’d only have to walk across the yard instead of coming back to work.

Through the window of the door connecting the treatment room to the front of the hospital, we watched as Nicki waved a chart and gestured to room one. Andrew checked the front of his white coat and stood up straighter. “I’ll get discharge instructions ready for them as soon as I have a chance.”

Fiona’s liver values were all elevated, and she was dehydrated on top of that. Since nothing Fred had described about the expected course of her disease included jaundice, I had to conclude that my treatment was the cause of her current problems.

First, do no harm. Right. Easier to say than do. We’d known giving her a slew of vitamins might lead to complications. Now we had to deal with the consequences.

When Joey arrived, I told her to insert an IV catheter and start running fluids. If nothing else, we could correct Fiona’s dehydration and help her kidneys out. It had been a few days since I’d injected the vitamins — hopefully the liver insult would be transitory, and she was already on the road to recovery. As long as she didn’t start having seizures again and her liver didn’t get worse, we could keep on this course of watching and waiting for the transfaunation to succeed.

My appointments were the usual random surprises of a Saturday: a vomiting dog, a musk slinky with an ear infection, spiny rollers with diarrhea, and an ancient cat with an abscess. In the gaps between seeing clients, I helped the interns and made calls. The morning flew by. I had just sent my last patient home when I pushed open the door to the treatment room and found Christopher and Fred signing in the back hallway.

Waterfall stood behind them, looking around at the hospital as if it might contaminate her. One hand fidgeted with something small and dark tied to a leather thong around her neck. I recognized it as a piece of the central tree, which verdirans used when setting the destination of a new portal. Fred kept his in his pocket. It had gone through the wash twice with no problems.

When Christopher saw me, his hands stilled, and a distracted smile broke out on his face. Fred turned to see what had caught his attention, saw me, and rolled his eyes. He pushed Christopher in my direction and went to stand in front of the cage where Fiona sat in her car seat, her arm heavily taped to keep her from ripping out the IV.

I pulled Christopher to the side to let Brittany and the pigamus she was carrying get by. “Hey. I still have an hour or two here, but maybe lunch after that? You’re welcome to stay while I finish up.”

On the other side of the room, Waterfall followed Fred to Fiona’s cage. She stiffened. I couldn’t really blame her — seeing a child in a cage felt wrong, even if it was the only way to keep her safe in this environment.

Christopher grimaced. “Actually, I just came by to steal Fred for a few hours. Martin’s awake. He told me there was a building a few miles upstream from the portal site, so we need to explore a bit.”

A building implied humans, and people who had caused a massive basilisk die-off might not think twice about harming anyone who came to investigate. “You’ll be careful?”

“Always.” He met my eyes and smiled.

“You sure you don’t want to take Waterfall along?”

“Fred told me I had to bring her here before he could go, so no.” He turned to look across the room where Fred was talking to the baby. “They were doing this last night — speaking to Fiona instead of each other. I wish I knew what they were talking about.” He sighed. “Noonan’s pissed off that I didn’t record it.”

Legally, he could probably make such a recording. There weren’t many verdirans on earth and they rarely interacted with anyone, so the laws hadn’t been amended to include them. But it would be a violation of trust. Director Noonan would see that as Christopher’s lack of commitment to the DPAS.

I squeezed his hand. “You’re doing good things.” Even ignoring my personal reasons for keeping Christopher around, I needed someone I could trust as the DPAS liaison for Fred. If Christopher quit or transferred, the next person in his position would certainly be willing to spy on Fred. “Go save some other world. I’ll try not to offend Waterfall. Too much.”

He kissed me, then waved at Nicki, who was trying to be discreet as she watched us through the window in the door. My relationship with Christopher inspired soap opera levels of interest among my staff. I was hoping they would get bored with it soon. “I’ll text you when we’re back. Maybe dinner?” He laughed helplessly as he said it, as if he accepted that by saying that, he was guaranteeing something would come up to prevent it.

“Dinner would be great.” I watched as he and Fred left, sighing quietly as the door closed behind them. Someday soon, we’d have free time. Until then… Waterfall stood stiffly by Fiona’s cage, moving as needed to avoid contact with Joey, Andrew, and Brittany as they raced around getting the last of the patients out the door. They had all waved hello to her, the same way they would have with Fred, and been ignored. Fred had learned to clear air bubbles in the line when the fluid pumps alarmed; Waterfall just let them beep.

I couldn’t possibly be this irritated with someone I had no way of talking to. It was time for me to act like an adult and be welcoming.

“Would you like a chair?” I rolled the microscope stool next to the treatment table nearest the bank of cages. If she sat there, she’d be out of the way, but still be near Fiona.

Waterfall glanced at the chair, then went back to ignoring me. Fine. I’d tried. She could stand there all she wanted. I had things to do.

Thirty minutes later, the treatment room was nearly deserted. Jeanette had picked up the remaining gremlins, promising she had a foster for them. Joey had restocked the drawers and left, and Andrew and Brittany had gone to the house Jessica was renting so they could work on their charts together. I was glad they were a tight group, but I’d have to push them to do non-work things soon. They’d arrived here on the edge of burn-out and part of a good internship was learning how to balance life and work.

As for me, I was trying to decide what to do about Fiona. She looked a little less yellow after six hours of fluids, and she’d finished her noon bottle for the first time in three days. I could take her home with one of the fluid pumps. Waterfall would presumably come along and stand disdainfully in my living room while I did my laundry.

My other option was to stay here for a few more hours, then disconnect the fluids and heparin lock the IV catheter. If Fiona didn’t look better tomorrow morning, we could come back to work, hook her back up, and continue diuresis.

I decided to wait a couple of hours and see how she looked. In the meantime, I would inventory the controlled drugs. DEA regulations required me to make sure our stock of scheduled drugs matched up with the drug log on a regular basis, which meant counting pills in the opened bottles and estimating amounts of liquid left in the vials and then reconciling everything. It was tedious work. John had done it the last few times, so I owed him this.

The first vial of valium had far more than it should have. I was off to a bad start. It took me a few minutes of searching through each page in the logbook to realize someone had switched the bottle we used on the truck with the one we kept in the treatment room. The totals matched, so I color coded the bottles and their corresponding pages and made a note to remind everyone to use the right log sheet for each bottle.

Then it was down to the drudgery of counting pills. We carried four different sizes of phenobarbital, and a full bottle had one thousand pills. I sat cross-legged on the grate of the treatment table with extra pill vials, counting one hundred into each container. Years ago, when I’d first reconciled the drug log, I’d counted the entire pile at once, but after getting interrupted twice after I’d passed the six hundred mark, I’d gotten smarter.

Across the room, Fiona fussed in her cage. Waterfall soothed her with a clicking sound that followed different rhythms as it progressed, making me wonder if that was the verdiran equivalent of a nursery rhyme. She still hadn’t sat on the chair I’d brought her, but I’d seen her eye it a few times and then check to see if I was watching.

I kept counting.

Waterfall suddenly raised her head, as if she’d heard something strange in the distance. I hadn’t noticed anything, but I was so accustomed to the normal sounds of the hospital that I tuned them out.

The polite thing to do would be to bring up the translation app on my phone and ask her if something was wrong. I didn’t know if she had a phone with her to send the message to, but I could always show her the verdiran translation on my own screen. Was I feeling polite? I sighed and reached for my phone.

Before I could take it from my pocket, my phone gave a series of long, high-pitched tones at its top volume. My stomach sank. I hadn’t heard a portal storm warning in two years.

Regular portals were dangerous enough, transporting anyone who touched them, including pets and children. But the normal portals could be avoided by paying attention. And if someone did go through, immediately turning around and re-entering the portal would bring them back — assuming they hadn’t fallen off a cliff or been eaten by something on the other side.

But during storms, the portals weren’t held in place. They swept along the ground, flickering in and out and taking everything in their path. People transported during portal storms — like Mark — didn’t come back. We’d had a cluster of storms when the portals first appeared four years ago, then another cluster every few months for the next year. They had disappeared as the portals stabilized.

Damn Xavier and his interference with the portal anchors. If he hadn’t already been dead, I’d have been tempted to kill him myself.

Before the last warning tone had finished, Waterfall growled and ran to the back of the hospital.

“Wait, where are you going?” I hopped off the treatment table and dashed after her, just in time to see the back door swing shut.

Protocol during a portal storm was to shelter in place and go to the upper floor of the building if possible. The portals could go through buildings, and appear on upper stories, but they seemed to mostly stick to cleared areas. Nobody drove during a storm if they could help it.

But Waterfall didn’t need to worry about being swept away during a portal storm. She was a verdiran — she might be able to close the portal before it touched her, and if she did get transported, she could create a new portal linked to wherever she needed to go. Maybe she had gone to stabilize things. I occasionally caught Fred closing down wild portals when we were out. He told me he was slowly undoing the damage Xavier had done.

In her cage, Fiona gurgled and kicked her legs in excitement.

My phone buzzed with texts from Antonia and Jeanette, checking to see if I was okay. Nothing from Christopher, though, which meant he and Fred were still on the other side of the portal out in the olive grove. I wished both of them were here now — Fred because he could always bring us home, and Christopher because he’d never mocked my fears. Being around him made me feel safe.

I replied to the texts, letting them know where I was. Past storms had lasted anywhere from five minutes to two hours. Antonia had packed the baby’s bag, so we had enough supplies to make it through at least the next day. There would be another phone alert when it was safe to travel again. That might be a while — technology had advanced, but as of two years ago, the DPAS only declared a storm over when half an hour had gone by with no reports of moving portals.

Since I couldn’t do anything else, I went back to counting pills to a backdrop of Fiona’s happy burbling. Maybe Waterfall could stabilize the system or whatever needed to happen to stop the storm, and nobody would be lost this time.

The door to the dog runs clicked shut, which it sometimes did when the air pressure changed as the back door was opened. Waterfall must have returned. “Did you fix it?” It didn’t make any sense for me to speak in English, but I had to acknowledge her presence somehow.

A verdiran appeared — but it wasn’t Waterfall or Fred.

This man looked younger, the laugh lines around his eyes not visible. His beige tunic was plain, aside from a circle embroidered in brown at the collar. On the sliding scale of verdiran stylishness, he was solidly between Fred’s t-shirt with board shorts and Waterfall’s graceful elegance.

“Can I help you?” I slid off the treatment table, reminding myself there were seventy tablets in the pile on the tray. I didn’t want to have to recount them. “Did Waterfall send you?”

After a brief glance my way, he ignored me and continued looking around the room. That was irritating, but predictable. I blew out a short breath and muttered, “Verdirans.”

His gaze locked on Fiona, who was still waving her arms and legs excitedly. A prickle went down my spine as he moved toward her. Yes, they were both verdirans, but I didn’t know this stranger. Waterfall wouldn’t just send someone over without saying something. Not that we’d communicated, really, but still. Keeping children safe couldn’t be that different across species.

I walked forward as he tried to pull the cage door open without unlatching it first. “Hey, you can’t —”

A portal flowed into being in front of me, blocking my way. Heart pounding, I changed course to go around, only to be blocked by a second.

I’d had doubts before, but now it was clear — this stranger was up to no good.

My path to Fiona was blocked by two portals and the treatment table. I could retreat to the front hallway and go through the other entrance to the treatment room, but the door was designed to open slowly so people weren’t injured if they stood in the wrong place.

And if I made it over there, what was I going to do? I had no combat training, and he was bigger than I was. Think. There had to be weapons I could use. We had a rabies pole gathering dust behind the cabinet in the hall, unused in the entire time I’d owned the practice. If I could get the loop over his head and tighten it, I might be able to choke him out… in a few minutes. I didn’t like my chances. We had an ancient cattle prod somewhere, but it didn’t have batteries and I wasn’t sure it worked.

The stranger had mastered the cage latch and was now trying to figure out how to disconnect Fiona from the IV line.

“Hey! Don’t mess with that!”

There had to be something I could use. My eyes fell on the basket of drugs sitting next to the logbook. None of them had been tested on verdirans, but if they worked on humans and gremlins, there was a good chance this stranger would be affected. A dart gun would have been extremely useful, but I could improvise.

Crouching behind the treatment table, I pulled up a syringe of ketamine and another of midazolam. I put the largest bore needle in the drawer on the midazolam and left the needle off the ketamine. Peeking over the treatment table, I saw he’d pulled the IV catheter from Fiona’s arm, and now he was leaning into the cage trying to work out the clasp on the car seat.

I’d worn my usual clogs today — they were easy to clean and comfortable to stand in, but they weren’t meant for athletic activity. I kicked them off.

My pulse pounded in my ears. This was my chance. I could do this. I had to do this. Fiona might die if this stranger took her away from medical care.

Three. Two. One.

I jumped up and rolled over the treatment table. My elbow knocked the pill counting tray, sending phenobarbital tablets flying. Landing on my feet on the other side, I scrambled forward, socks sliding on the floor.

The stranger banged his head on the solid top of the cage as he turned to see what I was doing. I used his moment of recovery to stab the midazolam into the muscles of his butt, then pushed the plunger as hard as I could.

The syringe slipped from my grip as he whipped around with a roar, and I lost a precious second in switching the ketamine into my right hand. My arm shot up and I emptied the syringe into his face.

Liquid splattered everywhere, but I already had my mouth closed. I’d learned that lesson long ago.

The verdiran wiped his eyes with one arm and yanked out the syringe still sticking out of his rear. Murder glowed in his eyes, but he just aimed a kick at me, tossed the syringe across the room, and turned back to Fiona.

Midway through the turn, he wavered. Confusion flashed across his face. His legs wobbled.

Some of the drugs had gone in, but I wasn’t sure it was enough to knock him out. I waited, ready to jump on him if he turned back to Fiona. Dammit, I should have grabbed the rabies pole.

For two seconds, I thought he was going to shake it off and grab the baby. Then he yelled and lunged at me. Instead of reacting by doing anything useful, I froze. He crashed into me and we went down in a tangle of limbs.

Lying on my back on the hard floor with the stranger on top of me, I panicked, hitting at him and shoving him away. We were trapped between the bank of cages on one side and another treatment table on the other. There wasn’t enough room for me to slide out to the side. About the time I realized he wasn’t fighting back, I managed to roll him on his side and get out from under him. A cellphone slid from his tunic pocket.

When I climbed to my feet, I was shaking. The verdiran paddled weakly on the floor. I wasn’t sure how long his altered state would last. He could have an accomplice nearby. With a garbled moan, the stranger pushed himself to his hands and knees.

I grabbed Fiona, trapping her against my chest as I skirted the verdiran and ran out the back door.
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Outside, everything was weirdly silent. No cars moved on the streets and the background hum of the nearby freeway was absent. Because of the portal storm, I realized. Everyone else had taken shelter.

A portal shimmered into existence across the parking lot, glided ten feet, then disappeared. Fiona gave a happy squeal. “Oh no. You like that? What a good baby.” I flattened myself against the wall and edged around the building. The roof might be the safest place, but the key to unlock the cage blocking the lower rungs was inside the building. I wasn’t sure I could climb while holding Fiona anyhow.

Partially hidden by the bushes in front of the building, I took out my phone and texted Christopher. Help! No message showed up next to it, saying it had been delivered. He was still out of range. My phone rang before I could put it away, with Antonia’s name flashing on the display. I held it to my ear with one shoulder as I resettled Fiona. “Antonia? Is everything okay?”

“I was going to ask you the same thing. There are two verdirans in the yard looking in your windows, and I don’t recognize them.”

I grabbed the phone with my hand so I didn’t drop it as I dashed to the next building. Another portal shimmered in a path along the middle of the street. “You’re upstairs at your place?” Antonia’s bedroom was on the second floor of the cottage, the perfect place to stay during a portal storm. It was the whole reason we’d designed the cottage with two stories.

“Yes. Carmela, Louise, and I are here with the foster kittens.”

Carmela was legally blind, and Louise was still recovering from hip replacement surgery. Neither was in any shape to evade verdirans or moving portals. “Barricade your bedroom door as well as you can and stay away from the window. If they haven’t seen you, they may not know you’re there.” With any luck, the strangers wouldn’t realize the cottage was part of the property.

“Don’t worry about us. We all have pepper spray.”

Thinking about Carmela aiming at anything that moved made me wince, but I was glad they had something to protect themselves with. “Good. Someone tried to grab Fiona, but I’ve got her and I’m outside.” I needed a good hiding place until Fred came back. Antonia knew the area better than I did. “What’s the nearest place where I can get up on a higher floor?”

“Either the library or the courthouse.” She paused, listening to one of the women talking behind her. Then she spoke into the phone again. “The courthouse. The library is closed this afternoon while they fix the steps out front, but the courthouse should be open for the Saturday sessions.” Our local court didn’t have enough magistrates to hear cases, so we had a rotating pool of judges from Sacramento who came in to hear minor matters on Saturdays. Antonia paused. “Be careful.”

“I will.” Hanging up before we got embroiled in messy emotions, I looked around. No verdirans. A portal swept through the parking lot of the gas station, across the street, and made it all the way to the train tracks before disappearing, taking two pigeons along with it.

Though the courthouse was only a half mile away, an easy ten-minute walk during normal circumstances, I was wearing socks with no shoes and carrying a baby while dodging portals threatening to dump us in another world and evading drugged verdirans. “No problem,” I lied to Fiona. “We can do this.” The baby gurgled.

The air shimmered at eye level in front of me, just a spot no bigger than my fist. By the time I jumped to the side, it was gone. Fiona squealed in delight.

I ran across the street, feeling every stone and crack in the road through my thin socks. Fiona waved her arms excitedly. I turned in a circle, saw the approaching portal, and altered my path to avoid it. Another tiny shimmer of light flickered near my head and was gone before I could react.

When we reached the shelter of the pizza restaurant, I looked back. Nobody had followed us. I hurried forward, choosing the smoothest path along the sidewalk to protect my tender feet.

The fourth time the air sparkled near my face, I tapped Fiona’s nose. “Stop that.” It had to be her. Tiny portals weren’t appearing anywhere else, and every time it happened, Fiona crowed with excitement.

Fred hadn’t warned me about the baby creating portals, but then again, Fred was a verdiran. Maybe he’d forgotten being transported somewhere would be a problem for me. How did verdiran parents keep track of their children if they were creating portals before they could walk? They couldn’t possibly hold the kids non-stop. I’d always assumed making portals was something verdirans learned when they grew up.

How big did a portal need to be before it could suck someone through?

Gritting my teeth, I shuffled forward. If we got sucked into a baby portal, I’d just have to hope Fred could track us down. Fiona cooed as another full-sized portal swept by us. My body had exhausted its supply of adrenaline, so the sight didn’t send me into a panic.

I kept walking.

At the entrance to the courthouse, I stopped. If anyone inside noticed Fiona’s baby portals, they would have questions. At best, we would be thrown out of the building. At worst… I didn’t want to think about it. But we couldn’t stay out here in the open, where any searching verdiran might see us.

Waterfall would be able to help if I could contact her. Clearly, she wasn’t working with the stranger who’d tried to grab Fiona — Waterfall could have walked out of the building with the baby at any time. Nobody would have questioned her, since Fred occasionally took Fiona outside to get some fresh air. If I had set up a translation connection with Waterfall instead of ignoring her for hours, I’d have a way to reach her now. But I hadn’t even made sure she had a phone. There was no way around it — I was an idiot.

A flash of green at the edge of my vision made my decision for me. We would take our chances indoors.
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Inside the courthouse, the abandoned security station had a hand-lettered sign that read Take elevator to fifth floor for security checkin. Lobby remotely monitored. Violators will be charged.

Under my bruised feet, the marble floor was cold, and I could feel the hole in my left sock. Fiona bounced and blew spit bubbles as the air wavered in front of us. “Hush now, sweetie.” I hoped the lobby security cameras didn’t have the resolution to record her little portal. As the elevator slid quietly up, I texted Antonia to let her know we had arrived safely.

The guard seated on a metal folding chair in front of the elevators on the fifth floor didn’t even blink at my appearance. I guess he saw weirder things than a sock-clad woman in rumpled scrubs holding a baby. He heaved himself off his chair, did a perfunctory scan with a handheld wand, and indicated I should move along with a thrust of his chin. “They have water bottles in room 512.”

“Thanks,” I called over my shoulder. Fiona had started waving her legs again, and I wanted to be away from potential witnesses when the next baby portal appeared. The hallway was crowded with people leaning against the walls and talking to each other. Some were obviously lawyers who knew each other well. Others carried on the idle conversations of people who had just met and were trapped in the same area for a while. Twenty minutes ago, the energy had probably been higher, but now people were getting bored, checking the time and scrolling social media feeds on their phones.

I ducked into the women’s bathroom. Luckily, it hadn’t been used much since it had last been cleaned, but I would have to burn these socks.

The middle-aged woman with pink hair washing her hands in the sink looked at me. “Dr. Cunningham? I didn’t know you had children.”

My brain helpfully informed me the woman had a golden retriever named Phoebe, but nothing about what her name might be. Then again, most pet owners understood. “Just babysitting for a friend.” I pulled the top of the blanket over Fiona’s head, hoping that would convince her to settle down and stop creating portals.

“Everything okay?” Phoebe’s owner looked at my attire.

I gave her my everything-is-completely-under-control smile. “It’s fine. Didn’t expect a portal storm today.” Shaking my head, I added, “Long story,” with a laugh. In our area, the phrase long story was the socially acceptable way of saying you didn’t want to talk about it. “How’s Phoebe?” Everyone liked to talk about their pets. This would move the conversation forward and then she would leave and I’d have time to figure out where to go next.

But in trying to deflect her from asking too many questions about Fiona or what had happened, I’d started her on a long-winded explanation of some odd behavior she wasn’t sure was a problem, but maybe I could tell her if it was serious enough to bring Phoebe in for an examination.

What she was describing sounded like a harmless oddity caused by her dog being an inbred disaster many generations removed from the job the breed had originally been created for. But I couldn’t say that, because there was always the possibility that it was a subtle sign of some medical problem. There was no way to know without an exam. Meanwhile, the air shimmered six inches from her ear. I prepared to push her out of the way, but Fiona’s portal went away and Phoebe’s owner never noticed.

I finally broke in with what I always said in these cases. “It doesn’t sound like it’s anything urgent, but if you’re still worried on Monday, why don’t you bring her in so we can do a full exam and make sure there’s nothing there? If there aren’t any free appointments, have the receptionist come find me and we’ll work something out.”

Rochelle would kill me for messing up the schedule like that, but I needed to get this woman out of the way before she saw the portals Fiona was making. Or worse, before she touched one of the portals Fiona was making and ended up in some other world.

“Thank you so much! I’m sure it’s nothing, but you know how it is.” Another glimmer in the air above her head had me jiggling Fiona to distract her. It winked out. Phoebe’s owner nodded at the baby. “Do you want me to hold her while you…” She gestured to the stall.

Again, I deployed the everything-is-completely-under-control smile. “Thanks, but she’s hit that stranger-danger stage, and she’s just stopped crying from the last meltdown.” I had no idea how old kids were when that stage happened, but it sounded plausible.

The other woman gave a knowing smile. “Oh yeah, I remember those days well. You’re lucky to be one of the accepted few.” When my phone rang, she smiled. “I’ll see you soon.”

“See you next week!” The door was closing behind her by the time I’d dug my phone out of my pocket. Christopher. The tense muscles in my back relaxed as I answered the call. “You’re back?”

“Just returned. What’s wrong?”

The restroom had a changing table folded into the wall. I pulled it down and set Fiona on top to rest my aching arms, snapping the strap around her torso to keep her from squirming off the edge. Keeping my voice low so the sound wouldn’t travel into the hallway, I said, “A verdiran showed up at work and tried to grab Fiona.”

“What? Are you okay?”

“Yes.”

“Is Waterfall with you?”

“No, she took off right when the portal storm alert sounded. I got away —” Breaking off as the door opened to admit two women, I considered how to say what I needed. Using a light tone, as if we were talking about nothing more important than schedule changes caused by the portal storm, I said, “I’m at the courthouse now with Fiona. Antonia said a couple of Fred’s friends stopped by the house. Maybe you could find out what’s going on there after it’s safe to travel?”

“Understood. We’ll swing by there first as long as you’re safe where you are.”

“I think so.” I ignored the woman frowning at me for being on a call in a public restroom. “But we have a different problem with… Princess Sparkles.” The corridor wouldn’t be any more private. “She’s doing that thing Fred does, except only a little bit.”

I really hoped Christopher was better at picking up clues than Mark had been. My husband and I had been forced to swear off playing charades with each other after a failed attempt to convey the movie Labyrinth had led to a two-day argument.

“Princess…” Christopher’s voice trailed off. I tried to think of how else to describe Fiona’s mini portals, but a sudden intake of breath told me I didn’t need to. “Fiona’s creating portals?”

“Hmm. Little tiny ones, but it seems like it might be a problem.” I strained to keep my voice light. For the first time, I glanced in the mirror and recoiled. My hair was a mess, half in, half out of the ponytail, and I had a smear of blood across my chin. I didn’t think it was mine, but I wasn’t sure where it had come from. “It’s kind of crowded up here.”

“Got it. I’ll talk to Fred and see if there’s any way to get her to stop. As soon as I find out what’s going on, I’ll call.”

“I’m glad you’re back.”

“Hang tight. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

After I hung up, I examined my arms to see if I was bleeding, but didn’t find anything. When I checked Fiona, I found the source of the blood. The skin where the IV catheter had been had scabbed over, but there were smears of blood on the blanket. I redid my ponytail and used a wet paper towel to scrub the blood off my face. There was nothing I could do about my lack of shoes, but at least I was more presentable.

I picked up Fiona and left the restroom before the two women exited their cubicles and noticed portals floating in the air.
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Christopher and Fred picked me up from the courthouse ten minutes after the all clear sounded an hour later. I’d found a quiet corner in a courtroom, and Fiona had fallen asleep, temporarily solving the problem of portals appearing nearby.

When I got Christopher’s text letting me know he was out front, I rushed outside to find the truck. Fred scooted to the middle of the bench seat to make room. He took Fiona from me and I buckled my seatbelt. “I hate having her in the car without a car seat, but…”

Christopher nodded. “I’ll drive carefully. Back to the hospital, or home?”

“Home. My keys are locked in the hospital, but I’ve got a spare set in the kitchen.” I spent two minutes trying to figure out how the stranger had gotten through the locked back door, then remembered how Fred and Christopher had broken into Paladin Research. Fred had created one portal to take them to another world, and a second to bring them back, but to a spot within the gates. There was no way to keep verdirans out of anywhere they really wanted to go.

Christopher was true to his word, driving under the speed limit for the few minutes it took us to get home. “Antonia said the verdirans who were in the yard have left, but I told her to stay where she was until we get there.” Few cars were on the road; most people had gotten into the habit of waiting a while longer to make sure another storm wouldn’t start. They tended to go in clusters.

When the truck pulled to the curb in front of the house, I took Fiona back from Fred, figuring he would need to concentrate if any of the other verdirans were still there. But the house and yard were empty.

I texted Antonia. We’re in the yard. It’s safe now. It would have been just as fast to put my head through her door and call up to her, but I didn’t trust there not to be someone with a canister of pepper spray waiting on the other side.

Carmela and Louise waved from the alley as they walked toward their houses two blocks away. I’d offered to drive both of them home before, but they insisted on retaining the independence that traveling on foot gave them. Antonia came into the yard a few seconds later. “What’s going on?”

“I’m not sure, but I need to get back to the hospital.” When I looked over at Christopher, he nodded, as if he had already assumed he’d be driving me there. “We’ll let you know when we’re back.” I hesitated, not wanting to alarm her, but also not knowing whether the danger had passed. “Keep the pepper spray handy.”

“Of course.” She laid a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll be fine. Go take care of things at the hospital.”
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Since Antonia had a second car seat and I didn’t want to tempt fate by leaving Fiona unsecured again, I drove us back to the hospital in her Buick. After my Civic, driving the Buick felt like floating on a barge, the shocks so loose I didn’t feel any of the usual potholes. I was just thankful the hospital parking lot was empty aside from my own car, because the Buick didn’t corner well. Parking in a crowded lot required careful maneuvering to avoid knocking off anyone’s mirrors. Today, I pulled in across two spaces and killed the engine.

Sitting in the car without opening the door, I told Christopher what I’d done to the verdiran who’d tried to grab Fiona. Christopher signed the explanation to Fred. “It’s possible I could have killed him. I wasn’t worried about an overdose, and drugs aren’t always predictable.” I realized I was afraid I might go into the building and find the verdiran dead on the floor.

Christopher held out his hand for my spare keys. “I’ll go look.”

The second I handed the keys to him, I realized how stupid I was being. The verdiran either was or wasn’t dead; me not looking at him wasn’t going to change a thing. Fred and I got Fiona out of her seat and went along.

But I let Christopher go in front of me.

“Nobody here,” he said cheerfully as he rounded the corner to the treatment room. He huffed a laugh as he surveyed the damage. “You don’t do things by halves, do you?”

Pills were scattered and crushed on the floor where I’d stepped on them. The stranger and I had knocked over a trash can, and there were a few drops of dried blood near the spot we’d wrestled, but he was gone. Either he’d recovered enough to leave on his own, or he’d had an accomplice to help him.

“He had a cell phone,” I said, the memory returning as I looked at the floor.

For a moment, I thought Christopher wouldn’t see the significance. Then his eyes narrowed. “They’re working with humans.”

“Maybe.” Without money or much interest in technology, most of the verdirans I’d met hadn’t seen cell phones as anything other than a portable translator. And since nobody but Fred had any desire to be around humans, there wasn’t much need for even that.

Paladin Research had used Xavier to create portals to get them to places they could exploit, and he had used their support for his own ends as he tried to realign universes to reach a pocket of verdirans who had been lost decades before.

Though both Xavier and Paladin were gone, the Chevalier Foundation still existed.

Two syringes lay amidst the wreckage, along with bloody IV tubing. Out of habit, I picked up both syringes, squirted their remaining contents into the sharps containers, then threw the syringes in afterward. “Ugh. The drug logs are never going to match now.” At Christopher’s questioning look, I shook my head. “Never mind.”

Before we left, I swept the phenobarbital pills into a plastic bag, tied it shut, and locked all the drugs in the safe again. Maybe John would know how to tell the DEA what had happened.

Christopher took the Civic back to my place with Fiona and Fred as passengers, leaving me to float along after them in the Buick. I would have preferred driving my own car, and Christopher was at least as careful as I was, but I didn’t want him to have to face Antonia if her pristine 30-year-old car got dented.

Back at home, the keys to the unharmed Buick returned to Antonia’s purse, we sat around the kitchen table relaying what had happened. Antonia insisted on making sandwiches. It wasn’t until the first bite that I remembered I’d never eaten lunch.

“You need to start carrying pepper spray,” Antonia said after I’d told them the extended version of what happened at the hospital. Christopher was still signing the information to Fred. I was pretty sure most of what he was doing was miming rather than actual ASL, but Fred seemed to understand the gist of it. “I’ll make you a little carrying case so you can just clip it to the top of your scrub pants.”

“Thank you.” If it made Antonia feel better to make me a pepper spray cozy, I wasn’t going to argue with her.

Christopher reached the dramatic conclusion of his retelling, ending when his eyes rolled up and he slid to the floor. Fred touched my shoulder. Thank you. He hadn’t let Fiona out of his sight since we’d come home. He didn’t seem at all worried about Waterfall, and I took that as a sign he thought she could take care of herself.

I shifted my chair a little further away from Fiona. “I think we might have misunderstood why Waterfall was sent here. But before we get into that, did Fred mention any way to keep Fiona from making portals? If I get sent to some other planet, I’m going to have a hard time getting her healthy.”

Christopher picked himself off the floor. “We hadn’t gotten that far.” He caught Fred’s attention, pointed at Fiona, then held both hands up next to each other, palms out, and swung one open like a door.

Fred’s forehead creased in laughter for the first time since he and Christopher had returned. A spot of air in the middle of the table shimmered, more noticeable than Fiona’s efforts, but still nothing like the large portals Fred could create. Christopher and Antonia leaned forward to look at it. I pushed my chair back an inch.

Fred reached one finger forward to touch it, and the light disappeared.

A grinning Christopher arced four fingers into the palm of the opposite hand. Again. When the shimmer reappeared, he held a hand near, glancing at Fred. At Fred’s encouraging nod, Christopher poked it and the mini portal disappeared.

Christopher shook out his hand with a laugh. “It feels almost like that first instant when you touch a portal, but then it doesn’t keep going.”

Antonia signed Again? When she touched it with her finger, she said, “Boop!” Then she drew her hand back, laughing. “That’s odd! Almost like touching the washing machine when it’s on the spin cycle. It vibrates.”

Fred created another one and looked at me, waiting.

I would have been just fine taking everyone else’s word for it, but if I didn’t poke the damn thing, he’d never let me hear the end of it. I made a fist and extended my middle finger. Fred’s forehead creases got deeper.

When I touched the shimmering air, my skin tingled. Christopher was right — it was just like touching a portal, except the feeling didn’t progress to the rest of my body, immobilizing me as I hurtled across the universe. I dropped my hand and rubbed my finger on my leg. “That’s a relief. We’d have a hard time finding babysitters if Fiona kept sending them away.”

Fred anticipated my next question. He formed the sign for a door, then made a motion as if patting a child’s head about four feet from the ground.

Antonia gave a decisive nod and smiled at me. “There. We don’t need to worry about it for at least five years.”

Five years seemed like an impossibly long time, so I let go of my worry that Fiona would transport us away while I was changing her diaper.

The sound of a key sliding into the front door stopped all conversation. Everyone turned to look. Waterfall walked in, her tunic dirty and ripped at the elbow. Her posture was as stiff as ever, but living with Fred for a month had given me the ability to recognize dejection. Not meeting anyone’s gaze, she walked forward and placed a keychain on the kitchen table. She gave a short growl that ended with a click.

“When did we give her the house keys?” My question wasn’t directed toward anyone.

“Nessa…” Antonia’s voice held a gentle rebuke.

Fred got to his feet and handed Fiona to my mother-in-law. Then, for the first time since the other verdiran had arrived, he faced Waterfall squarely and looked into her eyes. Picking up the keychain, he took her wrist and pressed the keys into her hand.

We were all frozen. Waterfall and Fred had dropped the fiction that they were speaking to Fiona. Fred was supposed to be dead to his people, yet here they were, talking and touching.

Waterfall made an attempt to give the keys back, but Fred ignored that and cradled her neck with one hand, his forearm running against the curve of her jaw. She closed her eyes, resting her cheek against his arm for three long breaths. Then she straightened. Keys still in hand, she turned and strode out the front door. Fred looked dazed.

I stared at the closed door. “What did I just see?”

“They were talking,” Antonia breathed.

Christopher kept to the practical aspects. “I think she just tried to resign and Fred refused to let her.”

I got up and went to the refrigerator. “Anyone else need a beer?” I passed out bottles, leaving one at Fred’s spot for whenever he stopped staring at the closed door. “Waterfall didn’t come here to make sure Fiona was being cared for properly. She came here to guard her.” It was the only thing that made sense.

Christopher waved off my offer of a glass. “I think so.”

“And the people who tried to grab Fiona today knew that. They somehow created that portal storm today, didn’t they, just to get Waterfall out of the way?”

The lives of everyone in my town had been put at risk for a diversion. I tapped Fred’s arm on my way back to my seat. “Sit down. We need some answers.”
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I shouldn’t have been surprised it all came down to power.

Christopher and Antonia interpreted as Fred signed, while I watched my verdiran roommate for the little changes in expression that often told me more than words.

He slid two fists together and raised one index finger, then made a sign that looked like he was wringing a chicken’s neck, and progressed to a door opening. Antonia nodded. “Everyone makes portals.”

Fred paused, and I saw him reconsider, as if he’d decided he needed to be careful. This time his hands moved too fast for me to catch, but Antonia spoke again. “Everyone green makes portals. Almost.”

Even though we’d been living together for a month, both Fred and I caught ourselves assuming “everyone” meant either all verdirans or all humans, but not both. The “almost” addition was new — I’d never met a verdiran other than Fiona who couldn’t create portals, but then again, I could count the verdirans I’d met on both hands.

Now that he’d qualified his original statement, Fred continued. Nearly all verdirans could manipulate portals, but only some could create and destroy anchors. Fred’s family was among them.

“Waterfall, too?” I asked, pretty sure I knew what the answer would be.

Fred shook his head. According to him, Waterfall was strong — very strong — but she had a different purpose.

“Xavier?”

Even in humans, grief takes different forms. But I’d seen that stillness in Fred every day for weeks as he watched cartoons with the snuggle-pups draped over him. He nodded.

“And the baby?” I tilted my head at Fiona.

That got me a maybe. Because, of course, we weren’t sure Fiona would survive long enough. Or possibly it was something that couldn’t be determined until she was older.

From the way Fred described it, I couldn’t tell if maintaining the anchors was closer to a religious duty or a family burden — either way, it was what had brought him here. Xavier had gone rogue and messed with the anchors, hoping to recover a group of verdirans lost decades ago. When Fred had noticed the change and traveled to the area with the greatest disturbance, he’d ended up here, which was why I now had a verdiran housemate who gave the spare keys to a stranger. Well, a stranger to me, anyhow.

Now that Xavier was dead, Fred was still here, nudging things back to a more stable configuration. Like most things, it was easier to mess up anchors than fix them.

Most of this I’d known, though it was nice to get confirmation after all this time.

When Fiona had been abandoned at our house, the act had caused a minor ripple in verdiran society. A dead baby given to a shunned verdiran — unusual, certainly, but the baby would be truly dead soon anyhow, so it was a self-correcting problem. Even if Fred might have been able to help her earlier, by now it was too late.

But Fred and I had messed everything up.

The verdirans weren’t used to human medicine — even the embassy staff hadn’t considered the possibility the infant might still have a chance. Fred and I working to find the reason for green verdiran skin was interesting in an academic fashion. But Fiona had already been having seizures, so nobody thought she would survive.

Then we’d gambled on a treatment, and it seemed to be buying her enough time that Fred’s transfaunation attempts might work. Suddenly, it looked like Fiona might survive.

“And I told that to my bosses at the DPAS,” Christopher said slowly, as if realizing the problem. “Crud. This is my fault.”

“Why?”

“Because they told the embassy.”

Fred nodded when Antonia signed our conversation, and he tried to explain why it mattered. Letting a terminally ill infant die in a shunned verdiran’s care could be overlooked; letting the same verdiran raise a living child was a whole different thing. Since her biological parents had left her with Fred, Fiona was considered abandoned. That left the baby in a sort of legal limbo. To her credit, the ambassador had foreseen this problem and sent Waterfall to protect the girl.

If Fiona had come from any other family, it wouldn’t have mattered. But Fiona might be able to create and destroy anchors when she grew up, an ability both rare and powerful. And while Waterfall was a verdiran in good standing, she and Fiona weren’t related. At least one verdiran thought they had a better claim.

Fred hadn’t thought it would play out this quickly. Waterfall, who knew how sick Fiona still was, also hadn’t thought the danger was imminent. News of the child’s “cure” had traveled fast, but some important details had been left out.

“We can’t just send her away,” I said. “She’s still not out of the woods.” Case in point: the jaundice that even now colored her skin a sickly yellow.

Christopher used his thumbnail to lift the label on his beer bottle. “I shouldn’t have put anything in my reports.”

“You had no way of knowing.”

“I should have, though. I know how leaky the DPAS is.”

Antonia made a brushing motion with her hand. “What’s done is done. The question is what to do now.”

Fred insisted kidnapping attempts would no longer be a problem after something happened, though he couldn’t tell us what that was or when it would occur. It was related to naming Fiona, but my suggestion to assign her verdiran name now didn’t fly. Fiona absolutely couldn’t be named before she turned green. That left us with a window of time during which there might be any number of verdirans trying to grab her.

The first part of Fred’s plan to thwart this became clear when Waterfall returned, a cloth bag slung over her shoulder. Fred pointed down the hall. She put her bag down in the room we’d cleared for the crib.

“Wait, she’s living here now?”

I caught Christopher’s hastily hidden grin. Antonia handed the baby to him. “I’ll get the air mattress.” We watched her go out the back door and head across the yard.

“Am I running a verdiran hostel now?”

This time, Christopher didn’t hide his smile. He leaned around the baby to kiss me. “I can’t wait to see the first reviews.”

Rolling my eyes, I changed the subject. “Did you get everything you needed today?”

That sobered him. “I have a cooler full of water and soil samples. I think Martin was right. This isn’t a natural event. I found a couple of candy bar wrappers washed up along the riverbank. Unless Martin wasn’t careful about his trash…”

“No.” I shook my head. “I’ve seen him pick up somebody else’s paper cup in the waiting room. There’s no way he doesn’t pack out what he packs in.”

Christopher nodded. “I’ve looked through his kitchen cupboards. He has homemade granola and turbinado sugar. I just can’t picture him eating candy bars and tossing the wrapper on the ground.”

“So what’s next?”

“Ideally, Fred and I would hike further upstream and find out where it’s all coming from.” He blew out a breath. “But it may not be safe for Fred to leave any time soon.”

“And taking a baby along on the search for the source of toxic waste isn’t a great idea,” I agreed. “Maybe one of the verdirans at the embassy would be willing to help?”

His lips twitched. “You could ask Waterfall if she knows anyone. As you’re serving food at the new bed-and-breakfast.”

“Keep laughing. I’m going to send the next one who shows up to you. You can double up in your trailer.” Christopher had bought a fire-damaged Victorian house a few blocks away. His plan had been to fix it up himself while he lived in an ancient borrowed trailer in the back yard. But progress had been minimal since he’d been in New York for the last month.

“Sure thing. I’ll fix up the house on the DPAS’s dime.” He held up a finger. “Speaking of which, the DPAS was footing the bill for Waterfall’s hotel. I’ll see if I can get you a stipend to cover her meals and everything else.”

“How about we just figure out how to make it so Fiona doesn’t need a security detail?”

“That, too.” Before I could react, he’d transferred the baby to me. “Tag, you’re it.” He hurried out the back door and jogged across the yard to take the air mattress box from Antonia, along with a stack of sheets and blankets.

Fiona’s eyes were focussed on my face. I looked away, reminding myself that if I got attached, I’d have a harder time making decisions. “Does Antonia think I don’t have any extra sheets and blankets?” Maybe my mother-in-law worried I wouldn’t bother getting the linens out of the closet for Waterfall. I didn’t think I was that petty, but perhaps it was a good thing I wasn’t being tested.

A glance down showed me Fiona continued to stare at my face with a serious expression.

“Okay, fine, I’ll be nicer to her, even if she does seem like she’s got a stick up her… Never mind. I guess I should watch my language.” I sighed.

Before anyone else was free to take the baby, my phone rang. It took me a moment to remember Brittany was on call at the emergency clinic and I was her backup. “Hey, what’s up?”

“I was wondering…” Brittany paused and took a deep breath. “Hang on, let me start again.” She sounded so rattled, I frowned. Brittany never sounded anything other than confident.

Christopher and Antonia were discussing flannel sheets as they came inside with their bundles and headed down the hall.

On the phone, Brittany cleared her throat. “I have a three-year-old intact female cloaked ocicat whose presenting complaint was toxin exposure.” Her voice steadied as she fell into the familiar format of presenting a case.

“What kind of toxin?” In our work, an owner-described toxin could be anything from drain cleaner to unfiltered tap water.

“Uh. That’s… I don’t know. That’s the problem. I can’t really ask.”

Something was wrong. This wasn’t the same Brittany I’d seen every day at work. I headed back to my bedroom to find a fresh pair of socks. In the room with Fiona’s crib, four adults stood trying to work out the best way to rearrange things so the inflatable bed would fit. Holding the phone away from my mouth, I said, “How about putting the desk in the living room for now? That will free up some space.” Then I put the phone back near my lips. “Sorry about that. Is there a language problem with the owner?”

“No. I was asking him questions and he just sort of… died.”

I fought the temptation to hold my phone in front of me so I could stare at it, as if that would make her words more understandable. “Died?”

“He slipped off the bench, and I thought he had just fallen, but then he wasn’t breathing. We tried to resuscitate him, but he didn’t have a pulse when the paramedics took him.”

I moved into my room and put Fiona down on the bed. “I’m on my way in. Give me ten minutes, okay?”

“Okay.” There was so much relief in her voice, I knew I’d made the right decision.

“Sit tight. I’ll be right there.” I hung up and tossed my phone on the bed next to the baby, then did a quick check of my clothes. My jeans had a bleached patch on the knee and there was some sort of stain above it. Pulling a fresh pair of scrubs from my dresser, I went into the bathroom to change.

Though my feet were bruised from my earlier journey, they didn’t hurt too badly when I put shoes on. I collected Fiona and my phone. Then I had to wait in the hall as Fred and Christopher maneuvered the desk around the doorway into the hall. The cats dashed under my bed as Antonia took out the sweeper to vacuum the carpet where the desk had been.

“I have to go,” I announced to everyone from the hallway. Since Waterfall was the only one not doing anything, I handed Fiona to her. She looked at the baby as if she were one more incomprehensible thing in a strange universe. A part of me could relate.

I left before I could find any more things we had in common.
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When I arrived at the emergency clinic, their tiny parking lot — barely adequate at the best of times — was pure chaos. The police had dealt with the lack of available spaces by leaving their SUV in the narrow lane between cars. That left half the vehicles blocked in and the other half unable to maneuver enough to get out. I drove down the street, left my car in the tax preparer’s lot, and walked back.

Clumps of people stood around in the lobby, murmuring about the death and the police response.

“… never can tell with those xenotic animals. You just sign your own death warrant.”

As much as I wished people would be a little more cautious when they came across new animals, the other extreme wasn’t good either. But I wasn’t going to stop and argue with a stranger.

Throughout it all, the receptionists continued answering phones and putting people in rooms, proving what I’d already known: veterinary receptionists would be able to work through an apocalypse because it wouldn’t be that much different from their usual working day. I waved and they buzzed me through.

Brittany stood in the corner of the treatment room, a plastic carrier on the floor behind her, with two male cops looming over her. I couldn’t tell if they were trying to be intimidating or if it was a result of the cramped space. The opening bars of a children’s musical came out of the first operating room, a beeping pulse oximeter providing a separate rhythm. Another technician and doctor pair were shaving the side of a Siberian husky who seemed to be howling along with the music. The shorter cop looked back with a quick frown, as if he was irritated by all the noise.

It wasn’t until I was five feet away that I could hear Brittany’s voice. “They. Don’t. Have. Poison. Glands.” She emphasized each word, as if she’d repeated this multiple times.

Tempted as I was to watch what looked to be an admirable performance, I thought it might be time to intervene. “Can I help?”

They all turned to face me. The shorter cop frowned. “And you are?”

“Dr. Cunningham. I’m Dr. Lee’s boss.” I made a conscious effort not to smile or do any of the other behaviors women learn in order to de-escalate situations — I could already tell it would make them take me less seriously.

The shorter man looked even more sour, but his partner nodded. “As I was explaining to your colleague, the doctor who examined Mr. Ramirez thinks it is likely he died from the scratches on his arm. We’re here to seize the animal so it can be quarantined and destroyed for public safety reasons.”

Brittany folded her arms. “Ocicats cannot —”

I held up a hand to stop her, then spoke to the more reasonable cop. “To drop off at animal services?”

“Yes.”

I could imagine the chain of events that had led to this. The human doctor had seen something they attributed to an animal and notified the police. The task should have been routed to animal services, but there weren’t any animal services officers on duty this late on Saturday and the county didn’t want to pay overtime. So they’d passed it along to patrol officers who were supposed to transport the ocicat to the shelter lobby, where it would sit without food or water until the shelter personnel came by in the morning.

Or possibly, the cops would take it outside the city limits and shoot it, figuring they were saving everyone time and money and keeping the public safe. I was pretty sure the shorter cop would have — he had the attitude of someone who didn’t let rules get in the way of solving problems. His partner had taken the lead in the conversation, though, so maybe I was worried about nothing.

With my phone on speaker, I called Jeanette and let her speak for the county’s animal services department. Or rather, shout, because the room was so noisy we could just barely hear her. When she confirmed ocicats indeed had no poison glands and they would just be making work for her because she’d be forced to drive the sick animal over to my hospital later, the cops left.

I made a mental note to be sure to drive the speed limit for the next few weeks.

Once they’d gone, I took stock of the situation. Brittany had the glazed look I associated with animals who had just been captured, when a flood of epinephrine left them too shaky to think. Behind us, the husky still sang along with the soundtrack.

John would be better at helping Brittany. He was good at relating to people. I considered calling him, then decided I was being a coward. “Let’s move someplace a little more quiet.”

Nobody was using the second operating room, so we hauled the carrier inside and closed the door. Within the carrier, the fifty-pound ocicat crouched in no immediate distress. The instant drop in the noise level soothed my nerves. Sliding the anesthetist’s chair over to Brittany, I said, “Deep breath. How are you doing?”

“He just dropped dead right in front of me.”

“Sorry. That doesn’t usually happen.” It was such an inane response, I nearly slapped my forehead, Brittany smiled weakly.

“That’s good, I guess.” She sat down. “It was just really weird.”

“I can imagine.” I hopped onto the surgery table and leaned my elbows on my thighs. “How far did you get in the history before he collapsed?”

“Not far. He might have talked to Dr…” She stopped, looking confused. “I can’t remember his name. The guy with red hair and the goatee.”

“Sean Turner,” I supplied. “That’s who saw him initially?” Sean was a good surgeon, but had no patience for xenotics. It didn’t surprise me he’d brought in the xenotics doctor on call.

“Yeah. He might have gotten more information, but he’s been in with another client since…”

Since his original client dropped dead, she meant. “Okay, we’ll talk to him in a bit. Do you have the chart?” Before we did anything with the ocicat, I’d have to figure out what we were allowed to do. I’d had clients die before, but never in front of me, and never before they’d signed an estimate and consent for treatment.

“Oh. Hang on.” Brittany jumped up and ran out of the room. She came back ten seconds later.

I opened the thin folder. On the left was the client information, filled out in a shaky hand. On the right was a sheet of lined paper. A masculine scrawl noted Possible toxin exposure per client. Free access to yard. No C/S/V/D. Client bathed. It didn’t sound like the owner had noticed any signs of illness, and Sean hadn’t gotten as far as a physical exam. The case wasn’t surgical, so he’d tapped out early.

Below Sean’s writing, another hand had written Diet: raw. The last letter ended in a line that went off the page, as if the writer had been interrupted.

Putting the file down between us, I said, “Okay, Beni is a three-year-old female intact ocicat with a history of exposure to some unknown substance. She has access to the yard, so presumably not always monitored.”

Brittany nodded, and I could see her regain her focus. “He — the owner — had a big bandage on his arm.” She rubbed her right forearm from wrist to elbow. “He said she had come inside covered with a bright blue liquid. He didn’t say what it was, just said it was really bad. Like maybe he thought he’d get in trouble for keeping it on the property. Then he said there was netting over the yard to keep her from getting out, but it hadn’t worked. When I asked if she’d eaten any of it, he said he thought maybe she was grooming it off her coat, so he bathed her this morning. While he was doing that, she clawed him.”

Something about bright blue fluid triggered a memory. I frowned at the ceiling, trying to figure out what it was. Surely I would remember if someone had brought in a bright blue animal recently.

No. Wait. Martin’s basilisks. That was it. I’d examined their stomach contents during the necropsies, and the fluid in the stomach had been bright blue. “Did he say anything about portals in the yard?”

“No. But I didn’t ask.” Her voice had taken on that hint of uncertainty that was so unlike her.

“Entirely reasonable. Why would you?” Looking back at the folder, I said, “I had another case recently with some dead basilisks that had something blue in the stomach contents, and they came from the other side of a portal. If the ocicat really couldn’t get over the fence, maybe there’s a portal near the house.” Then I shrugged. “But that’s neither here nor there. We’ll have to work without the rest of the history. What are your rule-outs for an ocicat with the history we have?”

We talked through the case, then performed the physical exam together. Brittany could have done this on her own, but she’d had a big shock and I didn’t want to abandon her. My only other concession to the owner’s death was insisting we both wore gloves and disposable gowns during the exam, in case there was something harmful on her coat. Ocicats that had been hand-raised were generally easy to handle, and Beni was no exception, at least when she wasn’t being bathed. She purred and head butted us, nearly knocking me over a few times. I could still see patches of blue hair where her owner hadn’t rinsed off whatever she’d gotten into. It was the same color as the fluid I’d seen in the basilisks’ stomachs.

Once Beni was back in her carrier, I called Christopher. “Hey, you’re on speaker with Brittany, one of my interns,” I warned when he answered. “You know that app on your phone that keeps track of portal destinations?” Christopher had used it multiple times during the hike when we’d met. The app used the phone’s camera to catalog emissions from the portal, allowing the user to know if the destination was a place previously explored.

“You have a portal that needs to be checked?”

“Maybe. I have a patient with some sort of blue residue on her coat, and supposedly the yard was escape-proof. There’s a chance there’s a portal there, and this stuff is the same color as what was inside those basilisks. Plus, the owner died of unknown causes, and there’s a possibility it’s related.” Maybe I was jumping the gun in looking for this link, but if whatever was in that water had killed a person, I wanted Christopher and Fred to take extra precautions.

“Is tomorrow morning early enough? I need to make some calls to escalate the sample analysis.” He paused, then added. “Are you guys watching musicals over there?”

Brittany snorted. Her shock was wearing off.

I smiled. “Tomorrow’s fine. Are you still at my place, or did you run away to your vintage trailer?”

“Still here. We’re making dinner.”

“Save me a plate.” After I’d hung up, I looked at Brittany. “Let’s go find out how much we can do for Beni tonight.”
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The cops’ attempt to seize the ocicat had one positive result — we were able to get Beni transferred over to the animal services account, which gave us some leeway in treating her. My hospital could end up paying for the blood work I’d ordered, but the DPAS might chip in if animal services balked.

We’d sedated the ocicat, bathed her twice, loaded her up with subcutaneous fluids, and then set her up in the largest cage in the emergency clinic’s isolation ward. Until we found out what had killed her owner, we needed to protect the staff here, which meant keeping her treatments as hands-off as possible. Beni was rubbing her face along the front of the cage, begging for us to rub her ears when we left.

“I’m sorry for calling you in,” Brittany said as we left the building. “I should have been able to handle that, but I couldn’t…”

“You did the right thing.” Goosebumps pebbled my arms as the icy wind sliced through the parking lot. I hadn’t remembered to bring a sweatshirt. “Look, we both know that if the same case had presented itself at our hospital during the daytime and the owner had been fine, you would have had no trouble with it. And five years from now, watching someone die would be traumatic, but you’d probably be able to treat the ocicat without thinking about it too much. But tonight, you were in a new job, working in a strange facility, with a new species, and then the emotional component got thrown in. It all adds up. Cut yourself some slack.”

She didn’t look entirely convinced, but at least she didn’t argue.

I crossed my arms and bounced on the balls of my feet, trying to keep warm. “I’d rather you call too often than not often enough. Besides, this may tie into something the DPAS is working on, so I’m extra glad you called.” I waved her into her car. “I’m freezing. Go home. Relax. Call me if you need anything. You did good work today.”

As soon as she slid into the seat, I hurried down the block to where I’d parked, feeling the bruises on my feet with each step. Once inside, I turned on the car and called John while I waited for the heater to warm up. I told him what had happened with the client. “Can you check on Brittany tomorrow? You’re better at all that emotional crap than I am.”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” John replied with a laugh. “I saw you pushing Andrew back into the room with a box of tissues.”

Andrew had survived his first experience of having a client break down in tears on Friday. “I don’t think I’m really prepared for this internship. Why did I let you talk me into this?”

“Because you’re good at it. And we need the help. I’ll give Brittany a call tomorrow to see how she’s handling everything. How’s Fiona?”

“Less jaundiced after a day of fluids, but there have been more complications.” I told him about thwarting the stranger’s attempt to abduct the baby, and the tiny portals she had made. “If it wasn’t because she was excited about the portal storm, we might need to talk to the staff about what verdirans can do.” With Fiona creating tiny portals in the air, I didn’t see how we could keep it a secret.

“Never a dull day around here.”

“No.” The first hint of warmth came from my car’s vents. “Oh, and remind me to talk to you about how to fix the drug log on Monday. It’s all messed up now.”

“It’s good you’re thinking about the important things,” John laughed. “Drive safely.”
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Gabriel Ramirez, the ocicat’s owner, had lived alone in one half of a duplex on the other side of town. “Just him and that big cat thing,” said the elderly man who emerged from the other half to investigate when Christopher and I knocked on Gabriel’s door at eight the next morning. The old man owned the duplex and allowed that Gabriel had been a good enough tenant, which probably meant he paid his rent on time.

In his dark blue windbreaker with DPAS in large yellow letters on the back, Christopher looked very official. I hung back a little so the man wouldn’t notice my jeans and sweatshirt.

Antonia had taken Fred and Fiona with her to her quilting meeting at the senior center, which seemed nonsensical at first glance, but really wasn’t. Grandchildren were always shown off at the quilting meetings, and Fiona was the closest thing Antonia had to a grandchild. Plus, the verdirans thought Fiona might be harder to find there. Fred had gone along to guard the baby, while Waterfall had left to talk to the ambassador about getting additional protection.

I’d tagged along with Christopher because searching for the source of Beni’s contamination sounded more interesting than doing my laundry. Plus, I’d get to spend some time with him.

Christopher edged away from the old man, who showed no signs of going back inside. “Do you mind if we look around in the yard?”

The man shrugged. “There’s nothing back there.”

“Great, thanks.”

Two steps toward the gate, I stopped and turned around. “Do you know where he got the ocicat?”

The man stopped on the verge of stepping over the doorsill. “What? Oh, the cat thing? He got it at his job a couple years ago.” Before I could ask, he answered my next question. “Worked out at that old mutant plant lab outside of town. He went remote when they closed it down last month.”

“Thanks.” I waited until Christopher and I were out of earshot before I spoke in a low voice. “He has to be talking about Paladin Research, right? But Paladin shut down completely. And what would he have been doing for them remotely?”

Before it had shut down, the Paladin Research greenhouses had held the endpoints of Xavier’s new anchors. After Xavier’s death, Fred had destroyed all the anchors there and started the long process of stabilizing everything. Now the only things left at the abandoned genetically modified plant research facility were empty greenhouses and a host of bugs that had come through from other worlds.

Christopher tugged at the latch. “Maybe he lied to his landlord so he wouldn’t get evicted?” The gate sagged and scraped along the concrete sidewalk as he pulled it open. “Though I can’t imagine there wouldn’t be better places to live.”

The back yard of the duplex was divided by a six-foot pine fence, giving each half a modicum of privacy. But instead of the dead grass and weeds I’d been expecting, the entire thing was paved with concrete. Whoever had put it in hadn’t done a very good job — the slab was cracked in multiple places, and ovals of moss and dirt showed where water collected. Netting stretched from the eaves of the house to the fence, keeping birds out and the ocicat in.

Gabriel, or someone who had lived there before him, had offset all the concrete by adding dozens of planters, growing everything from an avocado tree to begonias. Lemon, orange, and lime trees provided shade around an Adirondack chair that looked well used. In the back corner, partially screened by a hedge of bamboo, were two marijuana plants.

Behind a second wall of bamboo shimmered a portal.

Camouflage netting of the sort I’d only seen in war movies covered a frame of two by fours that enclosed the portal. Though it didn’t conceal the portal from anyone in the yard, it was probably good enough for casual glances over the fence.

Blue-tinged paw prints led away from one side.

I crouched to straighten out the netting, revealing a large hole. “That explains how Beni got exposed.” Dropping the netting, I wiped my hand off on my pants and stood again. “Is it going to the same place as the olive grove?”

Christopher held up his phone and waited until it buzzed. “Same world.” He put his phone away. “I’d assumed we would find a naturally occurring portal that we could dig under and close down.”

“Yeah. Not even Gigi could make this one go away. At least, not without a jackhammer.” If Martin had known this portal existed, he might have been able to find his own way back after Gigi had trapped him on the other side. But there was no guarantee the other end of this portal was anywhere near the one connected to the olive grove.

“We’ll have to get Fred out here to close this.”

I wandered over to the house and peered through the sliding glass door. A fiberglass insert allowed for a large pet door with a clump of ocicat fur where Beni rubbed against it. The pet door would make breaking in easy, but I didn’t want to go inside, just get a sense of how Gabriel lived. From the patio, I could see to the living room, where an enormous television was mounted above the fireplace. Original artwork hung on the other walls, mixed with professionally framed photographs of Beni. Copper pots dangled above the range in the kitchen.

The furnishings seemed expensive for someone willing to live in a duplex owned by a nosy neighbor who wasn’t a relative.

Walking back to the portal, I touched the wooden frame. “How long do you think this has been here?”

“Not too long.” Christopher scratched his thumbnail over a staple holding the netting in place. “There’s no rust on these, and the wood isn’t treated. It hasn’t been out here all winter.”

“But is it older than a month?” Could Xavier have set up this portal? Or was this proof another verdiran was working in the area? Because this portal hadn’t shown up naturally. Not to a site where humans had been going, and not on this patio, where the ground wouldn’t accidentally get washed out. This had been set up by a verdiran.

He sighed. “I’ll have to talk to my boss. Maybe we can find out who was paying Gabriel and track things down that way.” He turned his head to look at me. “But we both know who’s likely to be behind it.”

Various governments and universities had begun studying the portals as soon as they’d first appeared, but the Chevalier Foundation had been created for the sole purpose of finding ways to exploit them. With Immo Ring’s backing, it had all the funding of a small country with none of the bureaucracy. As part of that, the foundation had tentacles in every other organization that dealt with the portals — including the DPAS.

Ironically, the biggest thing holding the Chevalier Foundation back was Immo Ring himself. He required constant praise, and his whims changed like gusts during a storm. Anyone who spoke plain truths didn’t last long, so he was surrounded by a bubble of sycophants who applauded his every thought, no matter how stupid it was. Still, progress continued in spite of him, because the foundation was so large he couldn’t hinder everything.

I reached out for Christopher’s arm. “I know you’ll probably need to go through this to find out what Gabriel was doing over there, but promise me you’ll wear protective gear when you do.” The portal shivered in a breeze that didn’t touch the nearby greenery. “If Gabriel thought Beni would be in real danger over there, he would have made this barrier a lot stronger.”

The photographs on Gabriel’s walls told me Beni had been a cherished pet, not a burden the man hadn’t bothered getting rid of. “Whatever they were trying to do… something must have gone wrong.”
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We spent the rest of the morning relaxing on the porch swing at Christopher’s house, well aware that one of our phones would soon break the peace. The front porch was the least damaged part of his house, and it was almost possible to imagine what it would be like when the house was rebuilt.

I leaned against him and let his warm body take the chill out of the air. “It just needs a little paint and it will be good as new.” The mature oak tree separating his house from his neighbor had clumps of greenery on the upper branches. “You might want to take care of that mistletoe before it kills the tree, though.”

Laughter rumbled through his chest. “It’s on the list, just after replacing two beams, putting on a roof, replacing the plumbing, adding floors, redoing all the wiring, and fixing that one section of the fence.”

“I’m surprised there’s not a parade of people coming by to complain about how you’re doing it wrong.”

“Give it a few minutes. I’m sure they’ll be here soon.” His voice was languid, as if he was already halfway asleep.

“Antonia probably told them to stay away while we’re here together.” I was only partially kidding. My mother-in-law had been trying to help me free up time so I could have a social life.

“Mm. Then maybe we should just stay like this as long as possible.” His fingers wove through mine.

His phone rang. He stifled a sigh and I laughed, but he left one hand entwined with mine as he answered. “Preliminary autopsy results are back?” He leaned over so his head was next to mine, then lifted the phone from his ear so I could hear the other person speaking.

The voice on the other end of the line sounded tired. “The simplified version is the same bacteria in the water samples you collected went in and chewed up his liver. Cause of death was massive internal hemorrhage. The current theory is the bacteria are more or less harmless unless they make it into your bloodstream, but if they do, it’s bad news. As of now, you need to be wearing full level three protective equipment when you get near that water.”

After Christopher hung up, we remained in the same positions, but the sense of peace was gone. He set his phone down on the arm of the swing. “That make sense to you?”

“I don’t think whatever’s in the water is harmless if it’s ingested, but the rest of it checks out. Beni probably had the bacteria all over her paws — when she clawed Gabriel, some of it went into the cuts and he got infected.” After that, it was just a matter of time. He’d probably been dead before he hit the floor in the exam room.

“I don’t understand what they could be doing there. Is it some sort of bioterrorism site?”

“It’s not a very good one, if it is.” I pushed against the porch with one foot to get the swing rocking again. “Martin was over there collecting samples and bringing me dead basilisks for weeks without getting sick. And I was wearing gloves and a surgical mask during the necropsies, but I didn’t have a fume hood. This doesn’t feel like bioterrorism.”

“So… something natural? Except… no. Somebody is doing something there, and they’ve been keeping it hidden for a reason.” He made a disgusted noise in the back of his throat. “We don’t have enough information yet.”

The swing squeaked as I pushed off the porch again. My mind wandered back to a more personal topic. “Did you ever find out what was going on between Fred and Waterfall? Antonia said she didn’t know.”

Christopher snorted. “That’s because she’s too polite to just come out and ask.”

“Ha. Trust me, she asks. Fred’s good at ducking questions he doesn’t want to answer.” I elbowed him lightly. “Sort of like what you’re doing right now.”

“Me? Never.” He turned to grin at me. “But Fred was curious about me and you, so he answered my questions.”

I couldn’t help the laugh that came out. “Do I want to know what he asked about us?”

“Mostly, he wanted to know what was wrong with me.”

“With you?” I’d thought it was abundantly clear that I was the dysfunctional one in our relationship. My baggage dwarfed Christopher’s.

“Yes. He had a hard time understanding the concept of working at a job that kept me away from you for a month.”

“He has a point, but I swear I didn’t tell him to say that.”

“Mm. I think he finally understands how long it takes to fly cross-country if you can’t just open a few portals to get from point A to point B. Though I’m not sure the financial aspect got through to him.”

“Someday he’s going to realize how much I should be paying him to act as a tech assistant at the hospital, and then I’m going to be in trouble.” To be fair, I’d been trying to figure out how to pay him for a while. He wasn’t a citizen, he didn’t have a visa, and he didn’t have a tax ID. So far, I’d had to be content with making sure he knew I could get him money if he needed to buy something.

“He offered to find us a secluded vacation spot for a long weekend.” There was the slightest hint of a question in his voice, as if Christopher thought it might be too early to ask about it, but wanted to give me the option.

I squeezed his hand instead of sorting out my feelings about the question he hadn’t asked. “Let’s revisit that when Fiona’s healthy enough for me to leave town for a few days. What’s the deal with Fred and Waterfall?”

“They’ve known each other for a while. I think it might have been one of those things where the timing just never worked out. Right now, he’s worried she’ll get in trouble for talking to him.”

“What are they going to do — shun everyone?” But even as I said it, I knew it was a real possibility. Not everyone, of course, but Waterfall and anyone else who started communicating with Fred. Group actions only worked if everyone played along. Hints of rebellion had to be quickly stomped out. “She’s staying at my house for the conceivable future.”

“At least until Fiona gets her name, whenever that is.”

Or until Fiona died, I silently added. I’d already come close to shutting down her liver with my first attempt at treating her. If the seizures reappeared, I’d have to guess which of the vitamins had helped, and which had caused damage. “Fred seems a lot more comfortable around babies than Waterfall. It kind of makes me wonder why she was the one who was sent here. Was it just that she was the only one willing to be around Fred, or does she have some special skill that might keep Fiona safe? Because her superpower isn’t blending into the human household.”

He laughed softly. “With any luck, we won’t have to find out.”




  

  





Twenty-Four









We went back to my house for lunch before Fred and Christopher left to find out what was on the other side of Gabriel’s portal.

Both Fiona and Fred had been a big hit with the quilting circle. Antonia’s Buick had been crammed full of baby blankets and stuffed animals when they came back. My living room now looked like the prize alley at a carnival, with plush bears lined up in a row along the back of the couch and a pile of other animals in the corner.

“She can’t possibly need all these,” I protested as I looked around. Twitter grabbed a giraffe bigger than himself by the neck and dragged it back down the hall, with Whee and Oink in close pursuit. Dumbo watched them all run off and closed her eyes again. Though Taco remained at her perch on top of the curtains, I was pretty sure she had her eye on a soft unicorn with wings.

“Well, no,” Antonia agreed. “But we aren’t sure what she’ll find comforting. Human babies will smile back at a piece of paper with a happy face drawn on it, but verdirans don’t smile that way. She may find some of these frightening for reasons we wouldn’t consider.”

“Sure.” Given some of the hideous dolls I’d seen human babies become attached to, I thought Antonia might be overly complicating things, but I didn’t have any studies to back that up. So I accepted my living room would look like a toy factory for a while.

“Here, hold her for a moment while I mix up her bottle.” Antonia noticed my hesitation, and this time she didn’t ignore it. “She’s a baby. She’s not going to bite.”

“I know.” Taking the baby from her, I set her down in the molded infant chair next to the couch. “It’s just… I’m her doctor. I can’t make objective decisions if I get attached.”

Antonia regarded me for a long moment. “As long as you’re not using that as an excuse to avoid letting anyone new into your life.” She turned and went into the kitchen.

I watched her walk away, then looked down at the baby. My mother-in-law didn’t understand the problem. Keeping my distance was the only thing I could do.

Waterfall had come back as well. From the stiffness of her posture, even when she was speaking to Fred, I assumed her request for assistance hadn’t been well received. Or maybe she just looked like that around me. I was so used to Fred’s easygoing attitudes that Waterfall seemed odd, but her behavior was more like all the other verdirans I’d seen.

When Fred and Christopher left, Waterfall parked herself next to Fiona. A bomb could go off in the house next door and Waterfall wouldn’t be leaving her charge this time. Oink and Whee weren’t put off by her attitude — they sprawled on her lap and shoulders, and she absently rubbed their ears. Even Taco flew down to gift Waterfall with a paperclip the gremlin had stolen from the desk.

Christopher had promised to keep their visit as short as possible. According to Fred, the other verdirans wouldn’t be able to tell when he was away from our earth, but the timing of the attack the day before was suspicious. For all I knew, someone was using high tech means to keep track of him.

I started out with good intentions, lying in bed researching heavy metal toxicity in felines, but that quickly turned into a nap. When I woke up two hours later, Twitter was curled up around his giraffe toy next to my head, with Dumbo draped over him. The snuggle-pups weren’t there, which meant Fiona and Waterfall were still somewhere in the house. I hoped Waterfall didn’t mind snuggle-pup fur on everything she owned.

My phone showed I’d missed a series of texts from Christopher, letting me know when they were going through a portal and when they came back. True to his word, they’d kept their visits short, coming back to check in every fifteen minutes. The last text had come through twenty minutes before, letting me know they were on their way back to my house.

Still rubbing sleep out of my eyes, I stumbled toward the kitchen to find some caffeine. Waterfall was still sitting on the couch in the living room, Fiona and the snuggle-pups asleep on the cushion at the other end. She looked… bored.

I kept my voice low so it wouldn’t wake the baby and retrieved the remote from the arm of Fred’s recliner. “You might be able to find something on TV.” She looked at the remote as if I’d given her a particularly ugly rock, then dropped it on the side table.

On the edge of abandoning her to her own devices, another thought struck me. Had anyone shown her how it worked? I’d been assuming she’d lived at the embassy in New York for the last few years and was thus familiar with most technology, but I wasn’t even sure she had a phone.

Fiona’s survival might depend on us being able to communicate. Besides, sitting around guarding a small child with nothing else to do seemed like torture. Antonia would have been in heaven, but she adored babies. Not everyone was like my mother-in-law.

Ignoring Waterfall’s stiff posture, I knelt down and showed her how to turn on the television, adjust the volume, and change the channel. Fred was a fan of soccer, but Waterfall seemed more interested in the nature documentary. I made sure she understood how to turn it off, in case she really did want to sit there with no distractions, then left her there and went into the kitchen. Behind me, I heard her flip through the channels once, then she settled on the nature channel again and a steady stream of facts about camels came from the living room.

I pulled out my phone and texted Christopher. Think DPAS will pay for a phone for Waterfall?

The front door opened before the text said it had been delivered. Fred came in, a plastic bag with a prominent wireless carrier logo in his hand, followed by Christopher, who was looking at his phone. The television went silent.

Christopher walked into the kitchen, hugged me in greeting, and then sat down at the table. “Hey.” The sheer normalcy of the gesture stunned me and I almost missed when he started talking. “They tried to hide the evidence. The portal was gone when we got back to Gabriel’s house.”

I poured myself a cup of lukewarm coffee and put it in the microwave. “Could you tell how it had been closed?” This side of the portal had been created on a concrete slab, but the other side might have been attached to a more delicate substrate. Someone on the other side could have dug under it. Or a verdiran could have closed it without changing the ground at all.

“I’m not sure. Fred opened a new one, but I don’t know for sure that it was going to the same spot. I didn’t see any evidence of digging where we ended up.” He took his laptop out of its case and began transferring photos from his phone.

When the microwave dinged, I took my mug and sat down, only then remembering my manners. “You want some coffee? You probably don’t want this, but I can make a fresh pot.”

“I’m fine, thanks. We stopped at the Coffee Hut drive-through on the way to the hardware store. Protective equipment,” he explained at my questioning look. “My boss express-mailed a carton of PPE to me, but it won’t be here until tomorrow. We also picked up a phone for Waterfall, to answer your other question.”

He angled the laptop so I could see the screen. “We didn’t see anyone, but this is definitely man-made. The signs were in English.” As we advanced through the sequence, I saw a series of sheds, just visible in the early dawn light. On one side was a wide river, and on the other were a series of shallow troughs that extended back at least a quarter mile. Even in the dim light, the vibrant blue of the trough contents stood out. Metal pipes went out to each pool.

I reached out to zoom in on the troughs. “Those remind me of the salt evaporation ponds you used to see when flying into San Francisco.” The brightly colored stretches of land, ranging from pink to red to orange, were a famous sight. I’d once looked it up. The color of each pool was determined by halophiles — algae and bacteria that grew in higher salt concentrations. The colors had faded in recent years as some of the wetlands had been restored, but the iconic images were still online. “But they weren’t that color. And it wouldn’t make sense to harvest salt on the other side of a portal. The transportation costs would drive up the price.”

“Agreed. Plus, that’s a freshwater river, which would be another strike against it. But I think they’re mining something, just not salt.” Christopher flipped through the pictures. The sheds came closer, and then the pictures were taken inside. The room was filled with metal pipes and pumps. “We spent a while trying to figure out what was going on. I think they’re pumping water mixed with some sort of bacteria into a hole in the ground. Then they skim off the scum that floats up to the top and dry that out in the pools. It’s all automated.”

He’d shot video as well as the still pictures, and I squinted to see what was happening. A white box with a red biohazard sign was hooked up to thin plastic tubing. From there, it went to a larger metal pipe disappearing into the middle of a watery pit. A mat of bubbly blue debris collected on the surface. At first, everything was silent. Then a skimmer rotated, picking up the blue debris and sending it into a pipe followed by a spray of water. Another pump rumbled for a few seconds and the surface of the water moved, as if fluid had come up from below.

I took over the laptop, moving forward in the picture sequence until I found the close-ups of the evaporation troughs. Each had a wire screen over the top. “Beni didn’t get contaminated here, unless the covering was repaired in the past few days.”

“Right. I think you hit the nail on the head when you said something had gone wrong.” He scrolled back to one of the first pictures. “I think they’re mining some sort of heavy metal, using bacteria either to concentrate it or to separate it from the other minerals. They pump the bacteria down, the bacteria incorporate whatever they’re mining and also produce gas bubbles. That floats to the top and gets washed into the evaporation pools. From the size of it, this is probably a proof-of-concept facility.”

I sat back in my chair. “Completely free of any pesky environmental regulations or oversight.”

“Exactly. If it were working as planned, it might not even be that terrible for the environment. But I think they’ve somehow eroded the side of one of the pits and hit an underground portion of the river. Everything looks good right there, but a quarter mile downstream, there’s a bunch of blue scum floating on the surface and drying on the banks.”

A quarter mile would be well within an ocicat’s range. Beni could have come through the portal in Gabriel’s back yard, gone swimming in the river, and ended up in the contaminated water. “It would get concentrated as it moves up the food chain. Fish eat algae and insects at the surface of the water, and then the basilisks eat the fish.” The fish were probably dying off, too, but they were getting washed downstream. “Martin just happened to be studying a dry area where the basilisks gathered, and enough were dying on land to make the problem more obvious.”

“If he hadn’t started investigating this…” Christopher shook his head.

“We’d better hope whatever bacteria they’re using doesn’t end up over here.” I wondered if whoever was running the project knew how deadly it was. As much as I wanted to believe this had been created with good intentions, the secrecy implied someone had known the harm that might occur. “I should send Martin a gift basket or something.”

Christopher angled his laptop so he could type. “This is going to be a heck of a report.”

“And then?”

“Hopefully, someone a lot smarter than me can figure out how to shut it down and clean it all up.”




  

  





Twenty-Five









On Monday morning, I stopped by the emergency clinic to pick up Beni on the way to my own hospital. Though I suspected it was no longer an issue, the ocicat was being quarantined until we had a better idea of how to render the bacteria she’d had on her claws safe. In a strange place and unused to being left by herself, Beni rubbed her head all over my gloved hands, making it hard to get her into her carrier. She’d eaten some of the food that had been left for her, but not as much as I would have liked.

Once the ocicat was inside the carrier, Fred helped me carry it out to the car. A friend of Antonia had given us a baby harness, so now Fiona was strapped to his chest when she wasn’t sleeping or riding in the car. I couldn’t tell whether Fred did that for convenience or because he expected another attempt to grab her. It made me nervous.

But my anxiety about Fiona’s safety got shoved to the side when we got to work. John was already there, loading supplies onto the work truck. “Don’t know how long we’ll be,” he said as he heaved a box of LRS into the bed. “Simpson’s fleeters got into something over the weekend and the whole herd is acting a little off.”

Fleeters were famous for breaking through fences and finding the one dangerous thing nearby, but it was usually just one or two, not the entire herd. “Jessica’s going with you?”

“Yep, she’s inside getting us coffee. I started a pot when I got here.”

I turned my laugh into a cough. “She hasn’t tasted your coffee yet, has she?”

John grinned. “It’ll put hair on her chest.” He looked over as the back door opened. “There she is now! Ready to go?”

Jessica had her usual eager smile, though she also looked half-asleep.

While John was closing the shed, I came closer and lowered my voice. “Did you get a chance to talk to Brittany?”

“I did. She’ll be fine, but don’t let her deal with Jared Holter for the next few weeks.” He grinned. Jared Holter was one of our oldest clients, and he was famous for falling deeply asleep in the exam room while waiting for the doctor to come in. At least once every visit, Jared made a joke about us making a clay paw print and sending him off for cremation like the series of shelties he’d owned during his lifetime.

“This is why you should be in charge of the interns.” I closed the bed of the truck and waved. “Have fun chasing fleeters around.” Glancing at the carrier with the ocicat, I added, “And if you see anything dyed blue, stay away from it.” Fleeters wouldn’t voluntarily go through a portal, but if a strange animal showed up in their pasture, there were even odds they’d run away from it or run after it. I had no trouble imagining them eating a basilisk that stumbled into their pasture and died.

In the passenger seat, a look of horror came over Jessica’s face as she sipped her coffee. John tapped the horn, waved, and drove away.

I set Beni up in quarantine with a sturdy stuffed animal. Her initial blood work had come back normal, but I thought it might be worth chelating whatever heavy metals were in that water as soon as I found out what they were. At some point, she’d become animal service’s problem, but I wanted to make sure she was healthy first.

Fiona didn’t look any more jaundiced this morning than she had yesterday, but she’d lost more weight. I signed to Fred, Eat. More.

He patted his stomach, then his forehead crinkled as I rolled my eyes and pointed to the baby. I really didn’t want to put in a nasogastric tube, or worse, try to feed her intravenously. She needed to turn green soon, so I didn’t have to make more treatment decisions.

Before I had time to do more than add Fiona and Beni to the whiteboard, Rochelle came back with a stack of messages and news of two clients who had just walked in, and the Monday madness had begun.
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Thirty minutes later, I was in an exam room with a client who had brought in a palmopete, a creature that looked more like a plant than a mammal. The client was having her house repainted, and was worried the palmopete was acting strangely because of the fumes.

Palmopetes looked like moving purple ferns, or maybe a land-based leafy sea-dragon. They weren’t closely related to either plants or fish, and had a reputation for being difficult to keep. The only other one I’d seen at the practice had come in with an ulcerated tumor on one frond and had died less than a day later, so I didn’t have a good grasp of what was normal. I had to trust the owner’s judgment when she said Ferdinand was behaving oddly.

Though we didn’t normally board animals, this seemed like a special case. Ferdinand observed me gravely from his plastic carrying case, occasionally unfurling a frond to scoop a brightly colored pellet into his mouth.

Moira knocked on the door, then opened it. “Dr. C, Dr. Payne is on the phone. Do you have a minute to talk to him?”

Leaving Laurie to collect Ferdinand’s food and other belongings, I stepped into the cramped doctors’ office and picked up the land line. “John? Everything okay out there?”

Wind blowing across the phone created a staticky reply. “We’re fine. Well, Jessica didn’t appreciate my coffee, but nobody’s perfect. No, I was calling because you said something about blue dye. Was that just a random comment, or were you serious about staying away from it?”

“Oof. Yes. Don’t get near it.” I told him about Beni’s contaminated fur and Gabriel’s death. “That bacteria is bad news if it gets into your veins, and the blue water may contain heavy metals. Did the fleeters get into some?”

“They got into something, and what you just said would explain a lot.” It turned out the fleeters had knocked down the fence, wandered around for a while, and ended up in a marijuana patch down the road from the farm. The neighbor had fired rock salt into the group to scare them off. All but one had returned to their pasture. The one left behind was dead, though it only had a tiny wound on one leg. “They have something that looks like blue dye on their legs. I guess we’ll have to find a way to decontaminate the survivors and safely dispose of the carcass.”

I leaned against a pile of reference books, then grabbed them as they started to fall. “If the fleeters didn’t go through a portal together, there must be contaminated land out there. And a portal letting water through.” Stable portals — the normal ones, not the ones that appeared during portal storms — required ground beneath them. But there was nothing stopping a portal from opening on a river bank. Water would slosh through, a fact that had been taken advantage of in more than one drought-stricken town. Those portals often didn’t last long, because the ground got washed away, but a large volume of water could make it through first.

John grunted. “I’ll send Jessica out to look in the fields after we deal with the fleeters. She might need to work off a bit of caffeine before we come back to the office.”

“You have only yourself to blame.” In the treatment room, Moira waggled a chart and held up two fingers. I had a client waiting in room two. “If you find something, call Christopher. The DPAS will want to know about it.”

It worried me that we were finding so many portals going to the same area of one world. Nothing I’d read made that sound usual. Fred might be able to explain, but I needed to see my next appointment first.

Going through the swinging door to the hallway, I almost ran into Andrew, who had a musk slinky wrapped in a towel. “Do you need me?”

“I don’t think so. I just need to aspirate a mass.”

“Have fun.” I held the door for him to go into the treatment room, then let it swing shut.

Moira wiped an invisible tear from her eye. “They grow up so quickly.”

“Right?” Looking at the results of an aspirate under the microscope was within Andrew’s comfort zone, but it was still nice to see him looking so confident. Eventually he’d feel the same way about surgery, I hoped. “Oh, while I’m thinking about it, we need to make sure Brittany doesn’t see Jared Holter for the next week or two. I’ll explain later.”

Moira nodded, content to wait for the story when we had time to talk. “You’re in room two.”
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Lunch time came and went while I worked my way through the emergencies and less urgent cases. Andrew had placed his first esophagostomy tube and was now taking a well-deserved break before afternoon appointments. Meanwhile, I was flushing a pigamus abscess I’d placed a drain in the previous week. If I removed the drain and put on a bandage now, we could send Matty home early and have one less thing to do at the end of the day.

“It’s looking pretty good,” I told Fred as he leaned over the table to see what was coming out. In the harness, Fiona was asleep with her cheek resting on Fred’s chest. OSHA probably wouldn’t approve of a baby in the workplace, but I’d checked and none of their rules applied to verdirans. Just in case Fred hadn’t understood the words, I gave him a thumbs up.

One hand holding the pigamus in place, Fred pointed at me and made the sign for eat.

I raised my brows as I dried the pigamus’s leg so I could bandage it again. “Since when have you worried about whether I eat lunch?” He wouldn’t understand the words, but he’d catch the tone.

Christopher’s voice came from behind me. “That’s his subtle way of letting you know I’m here.”

“Fred’s never been subtle in his life.” Both my hands were occupied, so I leaned into him, turned my head, and kissed the line of his jaw. He tasted of soap and sweat. “How’s your day going?”

“Much better now.” He didn’t move away. “I brought pizza.”

“Let me finish up here.”

By the time I’d finished bandaging the wound to keep the mud out, Christopher had brought back plates and dried peppers from the break room. Fred and I washed our hands and grabbed slices while Christopher told us why his morning had been so rough.

“Noonan told my boss we’re supposed to stay away.” He sprinkled half a packet of peppers on his slice before putting it on his plate so he could sign to Fred, rapidly spelling out the DPAS director’s name before continuing to the rest of the message. Now that he’d mentioned Noonan, I knew why he’d waited to relay the information in person instead of texting or relying on the translation app. The director would have access to the other forms of communication.

“He’s just going to ignore it?”

“The most charitable explanation would be that someone is going to monitor the site so they can find out who’s behind it.” He frowned. “But I think it’s more likely that he already knows the answer and doesn’t want us to cause problems.”

“Does he really think he can keep it quiet? We already have one dead person, at least one dead fleeter, and some contaminated land. Plus, Martin documented a lot of it and sent it off in his circles.” That reminded me of my earlier question. I set down my pizza and turned to Fred. Why portals more… Blue water… I paused, trying to figure out how to word what I wanted to say, then gave up. “Can you ask him why there are so many portals showing up that are going to the same place? It seems unusual.”

Fred and Christopher signed while I ate another two bites.

“The more portals that are open between two areas, the easier it is for new ones to form,” Christopher said. He signed while he added, “They work like an anchor.”

Fred nodded.

A new group of verdirans was doing the same thing Xavier had done, but with greater effort and more side effects. No wonder Fiona was such a prize.

I took a drink of cold coffee from the mug I’d poured an hour ago. “So unless we can close down all the portals, they’re just going to keep popping back up?”

“Sounds like it.” Christopher asked Fred for confirmation, and Fred nodded. “I have a pretty good idea of what Fred and I need to do.”

Fred might be able to set up anchors that would make it difficult, or even impossible, to create portals to that world. But that still left an environmental disaster on the other side. “Whoever created the mess should have to clean it up.”

“Agreed.” But we both knew the DPAS was the agency to enforce that sort of thing, and if the director didn’t want to pursue it…

“It’s easy for Noonan to ignore it. He’ll never have to see it. Any problems are showing up two thousand miles from where he lives.” My stance might have been a bit hypocritical — this sort of thing happened on our earth as well, just on other continents, and I hadn’t put a stop to that. But this was something I might have the power to affect. Nobody deserved to profit from poisoning any earth.

Christopher shook his head as if to clear it. “Let me think about it for a bit. How are things going with my favorite baby?” He reached forward to lift Fiona from the harness. Fred handed him her bottle.

Something twinged in my chest at the sight of Christopher cradling Fiona, and I shoved it down. “Her liver seems to be doing better, but she’s been losing weight, so the current plan is to encourage her to eat at every opportunity.”

I didn’t remember feeling that mix of longing and protectiveness about Mark. Was I just forgetting the past? We’d had love, yes, but I’d always guarded myself. Christopher had walked straight through all my defenses, and that scared me. Nothing could be this easy. The other shoe would drop soon.

Then I watched Christopher feeding Fiona and thought maybe I was making things harder than they had to be.

The air pressure change as the back door opened made me walk the five feet to peek around the corner. Fred was here, so no verdiran would try to grab Fiona, but I needed to see for myself. A glimpse of green skin sent my pulse racing. Then I recognized Waterfall.

Forcing myself not to be put off by her stiff posture and clear disdain for her surroundings, I waved and pointed to the counter. “Pizza?”

She didn’t make eye contact — she never made eye contact — and ignored the pizza in favor of standing next to Fred. He unbuckled the harness, and they spent the next few minutes adjusting the straps so she could comfortably wear it.

Christopher helped slide Fiona into the harness. “I think this is the changing of the guard, which means Fred’s available to help me cut down on the damage.”

“Be careful.” Whatever was being mined, it had to be valuable. Every piece of equipment had been brought from our world, and they had to have somehow convinced some verdirans to help. Somebody was expecting to make a lot of money from it.

“Always. I’ll keep you updated when I can.” He and Fred went out the back door, leaving me with Waterfall.

Fiona was medically stable — there was really no reason Waterfall had to keep her at the hospital. But she clearly planned to stay. I needed to mend some bridges.

On the translation app, I found Waterfall’s account — created the day before — and set up a conversation. “Would you like some food?” Waterfall removed her buzzing phone from her pocket as if it were a snake. Though Fred had shown her the basics of using it, it took her a minute to get past the lock screen and bring up the app. Once she’d had a chance to read what I’d sent, I pushed the pizza box closer. If she didn’t eat it in the next few minutes, one of the staff would finish it.

I left her looking at the box and went to check on Beni. I’d made the first move. It was up to her to keep the conversation going.
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The afternoon stayed busy, partially because of two urgent appointments for health certificates. Technically, any pet that crossed state lines needed a health certificate, but most people didn’t bother if they were driving somewhere on vacation. The only time I usually wrote them was for people who were moving — the airlines and ground transport required them. But even though the portals had been more stable in the last month since Xavier’s death and Fred’s work to fix the anchors, the portal storm over the weekend had been the last straw for some.

A series of texts came through from Christopher, letting me know each time he and Fred were going through a portal and then a note when they returned.

Near the honey stand. Do you want anything? I didn’t see the text until he’d already sent the followup. Too late. Fred bought it all and I don’t think he’s planning to share. Hope you have cupboard space.

I reminded myself to find out how much it had cost so I could repay Christopher.

So far, they’d found and closed fourteen portals around town. Fred was able to sense them from the other side. They came through to our world and marked the position on a map so they could go back later to find out who was involved. Then they went back to close the portal and find the next one.

During one of those trips, I texted him the updated information I’d received from the pathologists. The basilisks had a high concentration of cobalt, and smaller amounts of nickel and copper. Two seconds of searching online told me cobalt had critical commercial and military uses, including lithium ion batteries, and most of it was mined from countries with a history of political instability. Deposits also existed in places with stronger environmental laws, but those were harder to exploit. Finding a source on some other world would be a prize for any technology company, especially one without ethics.

Immo Ring owned more than one of those companies.

John and Jessica returned in the early afternoon, covered in mud and a few bruises. “Stoned fleeters are a little easier to deal with,” he said, when they came in, “but not all that much.”

Jessica disappeared into the dog runs with a large bag while John told me more about the fleeters. “We found the contamination and used some old posts to fence it off. The good news is it’s normally dry there, so if the bacteria require water to survive, they should be dead by tomorrow. I think the fleeters walked through the blue scum, but I don’t think they ingested anything. The dead one got unlucky — a pellet went through the contaminated hair into the muscle. I tapped her belly and got a full syringe of blood.”

I nodded as I wrapped the gremlin I was trying to examine in a towel. “That’s consistent with Gabriel’s cause of death. Massive liver hemorrhage. Does the owner want a necropsy?”

“No. At this point, we’re treating the carcass like a cow with anthrax.” That would involve burning it in place, monitoring the fire to make sure it went above a minimum temperature. “We used betadine soap on the rest of the herd and mixed bleach in with the runoff water. Unless these bacteria are unusually hardy, that should take care of them.”

Jessica’s smile was bright as usual when she returned from taking a shower. “Now we have a shower curtain and a caddy. Feel free to use my shampoo and body wash.”

John raised one eyebrow at me. “The interns are really classing the place up.”

I smiled. “Anything that keeps the staff from accidentally walking in on you naked is a good thing. You won’t have to sing as loudly.”

He shook his head. “You just don’t appreciate good music.”

“Fred asked if a cow was dying.”

John shook his head and made sure Louis Armstrong was playing loudly before he headed back to clean up.
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By the time appointments were done and we’d finished treatments on the hospitalized patients, my feet hurt. I slouched in a chair in the middle of the treatment room and answered all the questions Jessica had saved up for me. She had written them down in her notebook in her neat floral script. When I leaned over to check, I saw the last number was nineteen.

We were currently on sixteen, having covered multiple queries about horgizard electrolytes, the radiographs of a gravid musk slinky, and the identification of parasites scraped from the skin of a spiny roller. Most of my answers had been some version of “we don’t know for sure, but it’s probably similar to X which you can look up”. That had the benefit of giving her a way to organize her knowledge and also making sure she studied some basics.

I rested my feet on the trash can lid. “Seventeen?”

At least we’d be done after we finished Jessica’s list. After warning me he’d be sending questions later, Andrew had gone home to work on his records. We’d go over them together in the morning.

John had introduced Waterfall to the Tetris app on her phone, so she’d been sitting on the staff couch with Fiona for the last two hours. The game seemed to be helping her learn to use her phone, which may have been John’s plan; she’d sent me a message asking where the baby formula was. I’d thought it was in the diaper bag, but I found it in my backpack. Fred must have stashed it there. Or else I’d done it myself while half-asleep. Anything was possible.

Jessica checked her list. “Oh wait, I already figured out that one. And you answered that one when we were going over electrolytes. Last one… Wait, I think I knew where to find that one.”

“If you don’t find the answer, bring it with you tomorrow morning. We’ll cover it after we go over Andrew’s questions.” My phone buzzed with another text message, but I held off looking at it. John had reminded me I needed to dispense praise whenever it was due. “You all set to go? Good job today.”

She hopped off the treatment table where she’d been sitting and winced. “Ooh, I think I’m going to skip my run tomorrow morning. Wearing rubber boots while trying to herd fleeters was a good workout.”

I kept my sigh internal. Of course Jessica went for a run every morning. Maybe she really did have that much positive energy and I didn’t need to worry about hidden stress. She made me feel old. “Watch out or you’ll end up becoming a mobile vet.”

“I like being out on the truck. But Dr. Payne isn’t allowed to brew the coffee anymore.”

“You just have to get to work before he does.” I silently wished her luck with that. “Get some rest. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

After she’d gone, I looked at my phone. Fred has an idea. We might be a while.

Everything I wanted to say had already been said, so I texted a volcano emoji to let him know I’d received the message. The hospital wore its quiet but exhausted face, with full trash cans, dirty floors, and the odor of too many animals in one place. The cleaners would come in overnight and make the place shine. Tomorrow, we would come in, fresh and ready to do it all again. I wouldn’t have traded this place for all the money in the world.

With Fred, I would have gone back to the staff break room and motioned for him to come with me, but Fred knew the routine, and Waterfall wasn’t Fred. I brought up the translation app and typed “Are you ready to go home?” There was no reason she couldn’t have taken Fiona home earlier — we weren’t doing any medical treatments on the baby, and if the verdirans showed up to grab her again, I doubt they’d fall for my tricks a second time — but maybe Waterfall didn’t feel comfortable walking around town by herself. Or maybe she enjoyed sitting on the couch playing Tetris. I couldn’t fault her for that.

Before I had zipped up my backpack, Waterfall was standing in the treatment room with all the baby gear. I pushed open the door to the front long enough to tell Debra we were going, and then we left.

At home, Antonia had left cornbread and a pot of chili in the refrigerator, and a note saying she’d gone to her bowling league, but if we needed a babysitter, I was to call. She’d also left me a can of pepper spray in a quilted pouch. The fabric had a cartoon dog holding a sprig of chili peppers, which made me wonder which of her friends had the fabric and what other use it had. I shoved it in my backpack so nobody accidentally sprayed themselves while trying to figure out what it was. Waterfall probably wouldn’t touch it, but Fred was curious about everything and the snuggle-pups were fairly dextrous.

Dinner was a quiet affair, with Fiona asleep in the living room, me browsing the local news on my phone, and Waterfall playing Tetris. At one point, I messaged her, “Do you want a different game?”

She responded by lightly slapping her hand against the table, the verdiran no. Then she paused, slowly moved her head from side to side, and carefully signed Thank you. Fred had been teaching her.

But she still didn’t make eye contact.

An hour went by with no word from Christopher. It was the longest they’d been gone at one time. Whatever Fred had been planning required a lot of work on the other side. Or they’d been caught.

To keep from obsessing, I forced myself to concentrate on the local news comments section. If any other contaminated areas had appeared, this was where someone would complain about it.

There was nothing about blue soil or dead animals, but I learned about a stolen tractor, a risque book at the local library, and crop circles trampled into a field of alfalfa. I’d thought the portals and the appearance of non-human intelligent life might quell the alien conspiracy theories, but they hadn’t. Instead, the lack of UFOs was blamed on portals created by the presumably tentacled aliens who had been abducting and probing humans all this time. Unfortunately, that was a little too close to the verdiran reality, minus the tentacles, abduction, and probes. Sooner or later, a conspiracy theorist would film a verdiran opening a portal, and then all hell would break loose.

I got sidetracked reading about the newly proposed downtown parking changes when Waterfall’s head went up. Before I could move, she stood up and ran to Fiona. The harsh portal storm alerts from our phones confirmed the danger two seconds later.

When I texted our location to Antonia, Jeanette, and Christopher, two texted back — Antonia reminding me of the pepper spray she’d left, and Jeanette with a picture of a triple chocolate ice cream carton — but my message to Christopher hadn’t been delivered. He and Fred were still on the other side.

Waterfall, with a groggy Fiona in her arms, moved to look out the living room window into the front yard. When she hissed to get my attention, I shoved my phone and the pepper spray into my scrub bottom pockets and went to stand next to her.

A portal shimmered into place on the front walkway. Three verdiran men stepped out. One could have been the verdiran I’d drugged a few days ago, but I wasn’t sure. Even before they saw us, they oriented themselves and moved toward the house. They’d known where Fiona was likely to be and how to get here.

Fiona squealed as the air next to me shimmered. I’d expected one of her baby portals, but it didn’t stop expanding. Waterfall glanced at it and it closed with a pop and the tang of ozone.

Our eyes met. She handed Fiona to me. I locked my arms around the baby and nodded.

As one unit, we hurried through the kitchen and out the back door. I grabbed a towel from the top of the dryer along the way, a crimson bath sheet I’d taken from the hospital to use with a foster animal. It went around Fiona three times before the ends were short enough that I wouldn’t trip over them, but at least it would keep her from getting chilled. If we could get across the yard and out Antonia’s gate, I was confident there were enough hiding places for us to lose the verdirans.

Halfway down the porch steps, a portal blocked our way. Waterfall gestured it away, but when we reached the ground, she stayed where she was, looking around the yard. Then she called out, her words a mixture of clicks and snarls.

Another verdiran stepped out from behind the manzanita bush next to the fence. He advanced slowly, ignoring me and speaking to Waterfall. Her replies were short and sharp.

While she was talking, another portal appeared beside her. “Hey.” I tapped her shoulder and pointed. She glared at the verdiran she’d been talking to and broke off their conversation. The new portal disappeared with a pop, and Fiona bounced happily in my arms.

The tang of ozone wafted by on the breeze.

Waterfall took a step toward the other verdiran. Halfway through her stride, a portal flowed into being, touching her leg as it formed. With a flash of light, she was gone, and so was the portal.

“Well, crap,” I muttered, taking a step back. Waterfall would soon return — if Fred had left her to defend Fiona, she had to be strong enough to recover from whatever they did. But in the meantime, I was alone with at least four verdirans.

I put my back against the wall of the house so nobody could sneak up on me, but they didn’t bother trying to hide. Two of the verdirans walked forward. From their loose strides, they didn’t consider me a threat. And why would they? I wasn’t at the hospital with access to drugs, and we all knew I couldn’t fight. I waited, my heart pounding so loudly I couldn’t hear anything else.

When they were five feet away, I held my arm straight out in front of me and sprayed the first man in the face. For an awful moment, I thought it hadn’t worked. Then he howled and doubled over, rubbing at his eyes.

The second man turned to look at him, so my next blast got him in the side of the face, but it was equally effective. The instant he doubled over, I ran toward Antonia’s cottage.

A portal shimmered in the path ahead of me. I jumped sideways into the raised bed, plowing through Antonia’s tomato and pepper starts. Then I was back on level ground, running toward the back gate, Fiona bobbing in my arms.

Another portal appeared in front of me, and before I could evade it, a second portal appeared at a right angle. Two more formed, boxing me in.

I stopped, panting, and turned around. “That’s cheating.”

The two verdirans I hadn’t sprayed walked forward, their forms hazy through the shimmering walls of my prison. One held a manzanita branch like a club, the wood sturdy enough to kill me if he swung hard enough.

There was nothing I could do to escape. I didn’t even have anything with me that I could use to dig under the portals to destabilize them. They were counting on me to accept my loss and hand over Fiona.

Instead, I raised one fist and gave them the middle finger. It might not mean anything to either of them. It still made me feel better.

But while they were staring at me, Waterfall stepped out of the air behind them, her chunk of the central tree clutched in one hand. And she was pissed.

An arc of fire crackled through the air, anchored only by two spots on the ground. The verdiran on the left, swinging the branch in a blow that would have knocked her out if it had landed, had just enough time to look horrified before he disappeared.

The arm outside the fiery portal fell to the earth, the hand still gripping the manzanita branch. Blood from the stump pooled on the ground.

Waterfall stalked forward. I remembered the conversation I’d had with Christopher about why she had been sent. Now I knew. I also suspected we’d translated her name incorrectly. Instead of water, the insignia embroidered on her collar was fire.

The second verdiran dodged to the side. The four portals imprisoning me disappeared as Waterfall turned to face him. I repositioned Fiona and stayed where I was. Waterfall needed room to work, but I didn’t want to leave her sight.

Her voice lashed out, spitting growls toward the other man. He backed a step and spoke. The answer must not have satisfied her, because another fiery arc rose from the earth and swept over him. He disappeared, leaving only the odor of ozone and burning leaves.

Fiona was ecstatic about this display of power, throwing herself around in my arms. A baby portal opened in the air by my head. I smoothed a hand over her scalp. “Cool it, sparkles. The neighbors can see you out here.” Though if the neighbors had seen any of this, we were in big trouble.

Movement caught my eye. I whirled, expecting another verdiran, but it was a portal drifting across the yard toward us. “Uh… Waterfall?” She glanced over, and it disappeared. But another sped along behind it. And a second. And a third.

Portals converged on us from every direction. Waterfall turned in a circle, dispelling them. I inched closer to her.

My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I hoped that was a text from Christopher letting me know they were back. Though Waterfall was doing well against terrible odds, there were at least two other verdirans out here and her movements were slowing. The drifting portals were getting closer before she dispelled them.

Juggling the baby and pepper spray, I pulled out my phone to see a text from Christopher. Problem solved! followed by a series of laughing emojis.

My fingers flew over the virtual keyboard. Help. As I shoved it back in my pocket, my phone made the whooshing sound of a sent text. A portal swept by me, close enough that it would have grazed my shoulder if I hadn’t flinched.

This wasn’t working. Somehow we had to disable the verdirans who were causing this. I looked around the yard. Through the haze of moving portals, I saw a shape that didn’t belong near the house and pointed. “There!”

Waterfall turned her head to follow my finger. Another flaming arc appeared, dimmer than the first two, but still impressive. The verdiran disappeared and the moving portals thinned and dissipated, leaving me staring at a scorch mark on my house.

Quiet descended.

Waterfall blew out a breath and bent over with her hands on her knees.

The back yard looked like a tornado had come through. Dirt and vegetable plants spilled from the raised beds onto the pathway — some of that had been caused by me climbing through them, but two boards had been bisected on another bed, the ends black and charred.

And then there was the forearm leaking blood into the earth.

I stared at the arm, wondering if I could sneak it into the biohazard container at work without whoever collected it notifying the police. But I had bigger problems. My mother-in-law had just planted her spring vegetables. “Maybe Antonia won’t notice?”

Fiona bucked in my grip. A baby portal opened next to my temple, and I swatted it away, ignoring the tingling sensation. “That’s very…” I trailed off as another portal appeared behind Waterfall and a verdiran stepped out. “Hey!”

Waterfall turned. The man behind her swung the branch he was holding, clipping her on the side of the head. She slumped to the ground.

His reddened eyes locked on me, and his second swing caught my wrist as I raised the pepper spray. Everything flashed white as pain exploded in my arm. Then tears blurred my vision and I almost missed the branch coming toward my head. I barely got my arm up in time to block the second blow. Staggering under the weight, I tripped over Waterfall’s legs. While I was off balance, the verdiran ducked in and yanked Fiona from my arms.

I landed on the ground, cradling my wrist, and watched as a portal formed in front of the verdiran who was stealing Fiona away.

“No!” I was not letting this happen.

I scrambled forward and wrapped my arms around the verdiran’s leg. “Get back here!” He kicked back at me even as he was falling forward.

Then the familiar tingling of a portal froze me in place and everything went black.
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The trip through the portal seemed to last forever as my thoughts oscillated between panic and rage. Then we emerged into weak sunlight, on a steep slope strewn with orange and brown rocks. A wide river rushed over boulders just a few feet away. Every move I made threw up a fine dust that clogged my nose.

The portal disappeared.

Still holding onto the verdiran’s leg, I skidded sideways down the slope, then let go and slid even closer to the water when he kicked my shoulder. In the river, sparks of light flashed. An animal I didn’t recognize roared in the distance.

Ignoring my throbbing wrist, I climbed to my feet, balancing carefully on the dusty slope. The verdiran’s feet slid out from under him, and he gave a surprised yell that cut off abruptly. When the cloud of dust cleared, I saw him lying on his back, dazed. Fiona slid off his chest.

I slithered over and grabbed Fiona before he could recover. Then I scrambled away, crouched over the ground in a three-limbed gait, using my good arm for stability.

Great. Now I had the baby, but I had no way to get back home. And the verdiran would be coming after me. I had to get as much distance between us as I could and then find a place to hide.

Fiona whimpered, unhappy about being smashed against my body with my free forearm. I took a few precious seconds to unwrap her from the towel and convert that into a sling, tying her crosswise along my body. “Be a good baby,” I murmured. “Waterfall will be here soon.” Assuming Waterfall’s head injury wasn’t serious, of course. Head trauma was a tricky thing.

Back when we’d ended up on the forbidden world, the verdiran elder had examined the air where a portal had once been and known where it went. If Waterfall didn’t come after us, Fred would, just as soon as he and Christopher returned. We weren’t stuck here. We weren’t.

But there were at least two verdirans who might be setting a trap for Fred. And I hadn’t warned Christopher.

Light flickered in the water on my left. After deciding the river was too wide and deep to cross, I’d ignored it, but now I looked closer. In this section, where the water was calmer, I could see large shapes swimming, knifing through the water using their powerful tails. As I watched, one drove itself into the shallower water near the bank, grabbing the legs of a bird that had landed to drink. Electricity crackled. The bird squawked and disappeared under the surface.

Those were basilisks in the water.

Angling higher up the slope, I considered that. What were the odds of going through a random portal and ending up near a river with a large population of basilisks? If the portal were truly random, it had to be close to zero. But the other verdirans had been anchoring our world to the one where Martin had found dying basilisks. Fred had said that made opening new portals easier.

Behind me, I heard something slide down the slope. When I looked back, Fiona’s abductor was regaining his footing just a few feet above the waterline. His miscalculation had added a few feet between us.

I had no idea how dangerous basilisks would be in this setting. In the clinic, we took special precautions because we had to get close enough to handle them, but I didn’t have rubber boots and gloves with me. One thing I did know — if I had to put Fiona on the ground for any reason, I’d have to get rid of the red towel first.

I’d once herded two basilisks through a portal, and they’d attacked the red pig board I’d been using to guide them. Granted, those basilisks had been caged and unable to escape, so it wouldn’t be the same out here. Would a basilisk bother something my size? Maybe not, but I didn’t know enough about their herd behavior to feel safe. I’d likely survive an initial shock, but Fiona might not.

Stone abraded my palm as I grabbed a boulder so we didn’t slide down the slope. Even holding the baby, I was lighter than the verdiran chasing me, and that was the only reason we were still ahead. Somehow, I had to lose him before he found reinforcements.

If we really were where I thought we were, there were probably still portals heading back to my earth. Fred couldn’t have closed them all. But I’d have no way of knowing which ones they were. With my luck, we’d end up in an active volcano or in the middle of breeding season near dinosaur-like bellators. So it was probably safer to stay here and assume Fred would track us down eventually.

But food and water would be a problem. With animals living in the river, there would be parasites I had no way to filter out. And if we were downriver from the heavy metal extraction site, the water wouldn’t be safe to drink for other reasons.

If I had built that site, I’d have stockpiled water and emergency rations. Other people weren’t quite as cautious as I was, but being on the other side of a portal had to make them at least a little nervous. So the extraction site would be the obvious place to hide out — assuming there weren’t other people there.

Upstream or down? Right now, we were headed upstream because the verdiran was behind us. But were we getting closer to the only buildings on the planet or farther away?

The slope suddenly curved to the right. Down below, a shallow stream fed into the river. Dozens of basilisks lay sunning themselves on the banks, their scarred chitinous plates lifted, giving me a view of shiny aqua skin beneath.

Then the ground crackled where I’d been about to step. I scrambled back as a four-foot-long basilisk charged forward, its armor plates held flat against its body. It stopped a few feet away, puffing up its chest and raising its body as high as it could. As I eased back, it whipped its tail and threw up a cloud of dirt.

On the slope above the stream, depressions had been hollowed out in the sand and rock, each guarded by a basilisk. In the nearest one, a layer of sand covered four eggs. This was a basilisk nesting site.

Not letting the defensive basilisk out of my sight, I scanned the edge of the stream. There. On the opposite bank, I could see two black boxes, just like the ones I’d seen in Martin’s house.

I’d found Martin’s study area.

From the clatter of stone behind me, Fiona and I weren’t far ahead of the verdiran chasing us. Even if we hadn’t needed to cross the stream to get to the extraction site, I couldn’t stay on this slope. All basilisks were grumpy — basilisks protecting their nests would be vicious. Somehow, I had to get across the stream. Maybe I could pick my way along the slope and find a clear place to cross?

The basilisk in front of me charged. “Fuckaduck!” I flinched to the side, falling, and then staggering down the slope just to keep my feet under me. Down below, the basilisks looked up, saw me running straight at them, and moved out of the way. Just slightly, but it was enough that when I ended up at the water’s edge, there was a narrow path between them. I sprinted across.

On the far side, I tripped and fell, catching myself on both hands. Fiona grunted, then cried. Pain lanced through my swollen wrist, knocking my breath away.

A basilisk ran toward me, mouth open, tiny flickers of lightning crackling with every footfall. The red towel. Of all the stupid ways to die — I was going to be attacked by a herd of basilisks because I’d lined a patient’s carrier with the wrong towel.

Pulling Fiona from the sling, I dragged the towel over my head. My initial plan was to throw it at the charging basilisk, but at the last moment, I turned and tossed it into the stream behind me. The basilisk changed course to follow, giving me time to stagger to my feet and stumble up the bank. When I looked back, five basilisks were attacking the towel and each other, with more running toward the commotion.

The verdiran stood on the other side of the stream, glaring at me, unable to cross.

I fled, continuing along the river. In this section, there was a flat sandy area near the water, mostly free of basilisks, so I was able to move faster. Fiona squirmed in my arms, sucking at the air with her mouth.

“Oh, sure, now you’re hungry.” My words came out as a half-sob. Since we’d been shoving food at her in a constant battle to maintain her weight, I hadn’t seen her looking for food since the day she showed up on my porch. “You’ll just have to hang on for a bit.”

Why hadn’t I grabbed supplies for her when we’d headed out of the house? I added that to the long list of things I wished I’d done differently, then forgot about it as I gave a basilisk sleeping on the sand a wide berth.

The river curved enough that I couldn’t see the verdiran chasing us. That made me nervous. If he’d been human, I’d have known he was still behind me. But as far as I knew, there was nothing stopping him from skipping forward by creating a series of portals.

And at some point, there would be other verdirans here helping him.

A streak of bright blue in the water confirmed I was on Martin’s world. Surely my friends would try searching here first, even if they couldn’t trace the portal I’d gone through. But there would still be a lot of ground to cover. Fiona and I might be here for days.

A portal wavered in the air as I rounded the next curve.

I stumbled to a stop and stood there panting. We could go around — there was enough room on the side. But this might go back to my world.

Or it might not. I had no way of knowing. And even if it did, there was no guarantee it wouldn’t dump us in the middle of nowhere. To find out, I’d have to go through.

The DPAS had small robots they sent through new portals. The little machines would take air and other environmental samples and then turn around and go back. If the robot never returned, the rangers knew it wasn’t safe to send a person through.

The agency also had a cellphone app that could catalog the destination of a portal by its emissions. It didn’t protect the user from falling off a cliff, but if I’d had the app, I would know if this portal led home.

But I didn’t have it loaded. Why would I? I was the person who never wanted to go through any portal. My bad decisions pile threatened to overwhelm me.

Fiona stuck her finger in my nostril, breaking me out of my thought spiral. Smiling, I kissed the top of her head. She smelled of diaper cream and carrots. “We’re going to get out of here,” I promised.

Thinking about the DPAS robot, I realized I did have a way to tell if my earth was on the other side. I pulled out my phone, added Waterfall to the group chat I shared with Christopher and Fred, and typed out a message. With Fiona on Martin’s world. Heading upstream to the facility? Then I attached a picture of the path ahead.

Now I just needed something to attach to my phone. Anything touching the portal would be pulled through, but it was possible to stop that if you pulled back hard enough. Though I would never try it with something living, Christopher and I had kept a wagon from being pulled into a portal.

The towel I’d thrown into the stream would have come in handy — I could have knotted the phone in one end and held onto the other. I couldn’t go back for it, but it did remind me of something else I could use. “I really hope this works,” I said to Fiona as I set her on the ground and pulled off my shoes.

Fiona blew a saliva bubble.

After I pulled off my scrub bottoms, I knotted one leg and dropped my phone inside. If this didn’t work, I’d have lost my phone and I’d be running around in my underwear. Probably best not to think about that too hard. I wrapped the other leg around my wrist and lobbed the phone toward the portal.

With a sparkle, my phone disappeared. My scrub bottoms followed. Bracing myself, I pulled just hard enough to stop the forward movement, leaving my scrubs half in and half out of the portal. The fabric stayed taught as I counted the seconds.

How long would it take a phone to reconnect and send a text message? I thought it was probably only a few seconds, but I counted out a full forty-five before I pulled my phone back.

My scrub bottoms smelled of sulphur, and when I retrieved my phone, the text hadn’t been sent. So… Either this portal didn’t lead to earth, or something kept the message from being sent. Maybe being too close to the portal blocked the signal. In some ways, the reek of sulphur was comforting — that argued this portal hadn’t gone to earth and the next one might. But I had to get moving before the verdiran behind us caught up.

Leaving my scrub bottoms hanging around my neck, I shoved my feet into my shoes and picked up Fiona. Running around with bare legs didn’t make me feel more confident.

At least the rest had let me catch my breath. My wrist ached as I held Fiona against my body, but I kept jogging as fast as I could without disturbing the occasional basilisks I came across. More than one was dead, decomposing on the riverbank and giving off a foul odor. After stepping on one rotting corpse partially buried in the sand, I learned to recognize the patterns of local insect activity. As much as I wanted to stop and wash off my shoe, I kept going. The basilisks moved faster in the water than on land, and I didn’t know what else might be in there.

Another bend in the river opened a new vista and I saw buildings in the distance, with the colorful evaporation field beyond. No humans or verdirans were visible, but that didn’t mean they weren’t inside. I was definitely putting my scrub bottoms back on before I went closer.

But first — there was another portal shimmering in the air. After updating the picture attached to my text, I tossed my phone through, bracing myself so I didn’t get dragged along. As I waited, I planned my next moves.

Clean water was the priority. After that, food and shelter for the night. Fiona ate some solids. Would I be able to convince her to eat any emergency rations I found? Still, at least if we had clean water, I’d have a couple days to find food before things were dire. Fred would find us before then.

Busy thinking about how to approach the buildings so I could check if they were deserted before anyone could see me, I missed the sound of the verdiran coming up from behind. My only warning was from Fiona turning her head to track the movement.

The verdiran’s leg was bloody, as if the basilisks had attacked him, though he limped forward with determination. I yanked my phone back and ran, Fiona bouncing against my shoulder. But I wasn’t a runner, and my legs were cramping. I couldn’t keep going like this.

Forget flight. I needed a weapon. The verdiran wanted Fiona, so he wouldn’t risk anything that might harm the baby, but I didn’t have the same restriction. I picked up a rock the size of my fist and threw it at him. My aim was so far off, he didn’t even need to duck. I turned and stumbled along as fast as I could.

The chase continued. I hadn’t had time to check if my text message had gone through. Maybe I should have taken the chance and gone through that portal anyhow. Hearing the verdiran get closer, I stooped to pick up another rock, hanging onto it this time.

Could I really intentionally kill someone? I’d pulled Mullins into the water with the tentacled tree, knowing he would probably die, but I hadn’t been the one to drag him under the surface. This was different. If I caved in this verdiran’s skull with a rock, it would be by my hand alone.

To protect Fiona, I would do it.

I stopped and turned, rock raised. “Don’t try anything,” I panted, counting on my body language to get my point across. He stood barely three feet away, just out of range.

His eyes narrowed. Then he picked up his own rock.

Well… crud. This was a problem. He was taller and had longer arms. “That’s my idea. Get your own.”

With his free hand, he gestured for me to give him the baby.

“Not a chance.” I drew my arm back as if preparing to swing. At the last second, I dropped the rock and kicked the side of his knee as hard as I could.

In all my years of practice, I’d seen dozens of cranial cruciate ligament tears, mostly in dogs, but occasionally in other animals. In humans, it was referred to as an ACL tear, but it was the same ligament, an inherent weakness in the knee’s design that I was betting verdirans also suffered from. After listening to so many clients describe their own ACL tears, I had a collection of stories, from skiing to football tackles to stepping in a gopher hole.

The verdiran’s knee crunched, a sound I hoped I’d never hear again. Then he crumpled to the ground. He lunged for me, but I stumbled away and kept going. When I looked back, he was standing again, all his weight on one leg.

The air in front of me shimmered as a portal formed.

Clutching Fiona so tightly that she whimpered, I scuttled sideways and picked up another rock. “Hang on, sweetheart.” I’d avoided killing the last verdiran, but I would do whatever I needed to keep Fiona safe.

Fred stepped out, with Christopher right behind him.

The verdiran who had been chasing me took one look, created his own portal, and disappeared.

I nearly collapse in relief. “I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you.” About the same time I gave Fiona to Fred, I remembered my scrub bottoms were draped around my neck.

But it didn’t matter because Christopher had me in a fierce hug. “You scared me,” he whispered into my neck.

“Is Waterfall okay?”

“She’s fine. She and Antonia were searching for you when we got back.” He finally let go and stepped away. When he caught sight of my phone weighing down the knotted leg of my scrubs, he smiled. “So that’s how you got that message back. Very clever.”

I winced. “I don’t suppose I could get dressed before we continue this conversation?” Then I held up my swollen wrist. “I don’t think I can untie the knot.”

“Ouch. Just a sec.” He turned sideways to give me a bit of privacy while he untangled the end. Then he handed the material over without looking. “Here you go.”

Once I had pulled the scrubs up, I let him tie the drawstring and steady me while I shoved my feet into my shoes.

Fred waited by the portal, Fiona already strapped into the front carrier. He put a hand on my shoulder and signed Thank you. Then, with a little bow, he indicated the portal.

Holding Christopher’s hand in mine, I stepped through.




  

  





Twenty-Nine









When we came through the portal, the back yard was illuminated by all the outdoor lights and the near-bonfire Antonia had built up in the iron fire pit. If I hadn’t already known she was distressed, that would have told me — she found tending a fire soothing, and we’d had to reorder wood twice in the year after Mark had disappeared.

Antonia and Waterfall were already on their feet when Christopher and I came through, hand in hand. I hurriedly lifted my forearm out of the way as Antonia rushed forward to hug me. Behind us, Fred stepped out with Fiona, and then the portal winked out.

“Sorry about the tomatoes,” I said. “I’ll stop by the hardware store to get new plants tomorrow.”

Antonia straightened. “You’ll do no such thing.” Her eyes glistened, but she gave a small smile. “The plants at the hardware store are covered in aphids. These came from the organic nursery.” She took a sharp breath as she saw my arm. “We need to get you to a doctor.”

“I could just ice it and take a quick x-ray at work tomorrow…” Nope. She wasn’t going to let me get away with that. “Fine. Let me change my clothes first.” I looked over to where Fred and Waterfall stood. She had one hand on his shoulder and the other cupping Fiona’s head. “Waterfall might need a CT scan. She got knocked out.” I bumped Christopher with my shoulder. “Can you flash your DPAS credentials if they get weird about treating her?”

If the doctors at the hospital wouldn’t see her, I’d have to do a neuro exam and maybe transfer her to the university veterinary hospital, where they had both a CT and MRI. But that would take time and be a political nightmare.

“Absolutely.” He pushed me toward the house. “Stop stalling.”

“I’m not!” I was definitely stalling. Human hospitals sucked.
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The only clothes I could pull on with one hand were scrubs, and even then Christopher had to tie my shoes for me, which didn’t help my mood any. But by the time all of us got to the hospital, the anti-inflammatories and frozen peas were making my arm feel better. “You know, this could probably wait until morning. It might be nothing.”

Christopher kept me moving forward. “If you think I’m going to face Antonia after letting you leave here…”

“She’s busy with Waterfall and Fiona.” I checked over my shoulder to see Antonia herding her group into the building. Despite the Buick’s barge-like exterior, it wouldn’t fit five adults and a baby in a car seat, so Christopher had driven me in his truck. “If we run away now, she might not notice.”

“Did you hit your head, too? You don’t seem quite grounded in reality.” Christopher leaned over and kissed my cheek. “I promise I won’t abandon you here.”

Antonia went to talk to the receptionist while we stayed with the verdirans. People stared, but less than the last time we’d been in here the month before. Waterfall was on her phone in a heated conversation with someone that had to be from the verdiran embassy — the only other phone number she had was Fred’s.

“Noonan’s going to be so mad you’re not recording that,” I said to Christopher as I leaned against him.

“I can’t imagine they aren’t tapping the phones,” he replied. “Besides, Noonan’s going to have enough to deal with soon.”

The satisfaction in his voice made me look at him. “What did I miss?”

He glanced around to make sure nobody was close enough to overhear. “We closed all the portals in this area. And I may have damaged the pumps while we were over there. But then Fred came up with a better idea…”

Fred could be sneaky. “Which was…?”

“Well, we agreed the problem was that the people responsible for enforcing the rules didn’t see it as a priority because it was thousands of miles away. They’ll have a harder time ignoring it now.”

I looked at him and waited.

“There are new portals just outside the White House, in the lobby of the DPAS, inside the Chevalier Foundations main building, and one just outside the front door of Immo Ring’s mansion. All on hard surfaces, so they’re going to have to destroy the floors if they want to get rid of them. Or convince some verdirans to help, but I think the ambassador’s paying attention now, so I’m not sure any will. Fred kept the portals narrow, so nobody can get through, but the other sides are right on the edge of the river and a little blue gunk was oozing through every one of them. I sent an anonymous tip to three major newspapers, telling them to talk to Martin. I even spelled his last name for them.” He took out his buzzing phone and switched it to airplane mode. “If that doesn’t get everything cleaned up, it won’t be because nobody knows about it.”

I thought about that as Antonia walked over. She put a hand on Christopher’s shoulder. “It might be better if you and your credentials went with Waterfall and Fred to translate. I’ll stay here and keep Nessa from disappearing.”

Christopher squeezed my good hand. “Be brave,” he whispered.

“Yell if you need me.” As I watched the group go back down the hall, I noticed how closely Waterfall and Fred stood. Maybe it was because they were in a strange place, or because Fiona had already been kidnapped once today and they were expecting more trouble, but I didn’t think so.

“Interesting.” I continued watching them as I followed Antonia to the waiting area.

She settled in and pulled out her knitting. “Fred and Waterfall? I’m not imagining that, am I?”

“How would I know?” I didn’t think she was, though. “Before I forget — thanks for the pepper spray. It came in handy. And the little carrying case is cute, too,” I added awkwardly as I adjusted the peas on my wrist. If I didn’t steer the conversation to safer topics, we’d end up in deeper conversational waters than I wanted to wade through in the hospital waiting room. “Christopher said you went through some portals. It’s a weird feeling, isn’t it?”

Antonia patted my shoulder, a sign that she knew exactly what I was doing and was going to let me get away with it for now. “It’s odd. But I’ve gone through portals with Fred before, so I knew what to expect.”

“What? When was this?”

“Before Fiona came. We spent a few evenings exploring. Once, we went to a beach, and another time we were in a forest with the hugest trees I’ve ever seen. It was amazing.”

“Where was I?” It didn’t make sense to feel hurt that I’d been excluded. I hated going through portals.

“Sleeping. You needed to rest while you were sick, and Fred just needed to be with someone. So I asked him to show me a few places. I’m sure he’d take you there, too, if you asked.”

Translation: Antonia had also been worried about Fred deciding to end it all, so she’d done something to get him out of the house for a while. “I think he’s better now. I mean, even before Fiona came and Waterfall started talking to him.”

Antonia smiled. “I think so, too. And I’m also sure he’d love to show you around, if you’d let him.”

“Yeah, he offered to take me and Christopher someplace for a quiet weekend.” After I’d said it, I realized how much information I’d just given away. My cheeks burned.

Her smile grew wider.

I cleared my throat and cast about wildly for some way to change the subject. “When we get back, remind me to do something with the arm in the yard.”

She blinked. “The arm?”

“How did you miss it?” I hadn’t noticed it when we came back, but I hadn’t been looking. Maybe Waterfall had disposed of it before Antonia had come home. Or the verdirans had come back for it. The latter worried me. “Do you think we should move somewhere else for a while?”

Antonia patted my shoulder again. “It will be fine.”

The nurse called my name before I could respond. Last time I’d been here, after I’d nearly drowned in an alien swamp, I’d had a male doctor who was more concerned about whether I might be pregnant than what was happening to my lungs. This time, I had a woman, Dr. Lau, who looked from my scrubs to the chart in her hand. “Ah, the veterinarian. You came in with the verdirans?” She removed the frozen peas from my arm.

I nodded and tried not to flinch.

“Interesting people. The man with them said you were the baby’s pediatrician. Can you move your fingers?”

Making a fist hurt, but I did it. “I’d like to find a human pediatrician to consult, if you know of one who’s not…” There was a long pause as I cycled through words I couldn’t say in polite company before I finally settled on, “… phobic.” If Fiona was going to stay around humans, she should be vaccinated against whatever diseases she was most likely to encounter. Maybe the verdirans were different enough from humans to be immune, but I thought it unlikely.

The doctor harrumphed. “Let me ask around. Pediatricians are usually pretty good about that sort of thing, but you never know. It’s ridiculous that it’s even a problem, but there you have it. The neurologist on call is a good guy, though. Your friend’s in safe hands.”

The day before, I might have argued that Waterfall wasn’t my friend. Now I just nodded. “Thanks.”

After a few more questions, Antonia and I went off to radiology, where they decided nothing was broken, just sprained. I ended up with a splint and instructions to ice my arm and take anti-inflammatories.

“See,” I said to Antonia, “I could have just stopped by work and it would have been fine.” I looked over at Dr. Lau. “No offense. I could have saved you some time.”

She shared a look with Antonia. “Doctors make the worst patients, I know.”

Antonia nodded. “Getting her to rest and let something heal is nearly impossible.”

I looked at my arm. “How am I supposed to scrub into surgery?” The obvious answer was that I couldn’t. “I guess the interns won’t have to worry about me taking over if things are going too slowly.”

Dr. Lau ignored me to speak to Antonia. “If I were a veterinarian, I could send you home with a dart gun, but the medical board considers that unethical for humans.”

I sniffed. “I’d never send my clients home with a dart gun. That would make me liable for everything that happened.”

Antonia ignored me. “I’ll talk to her receptionists. They might be able to set a reasonable schedule.”

Rolling my eyes, I stood up. “Any idea where the verdirans are? Maybe they’re ready to go home.”

Dr. Lau smiled. “I believe they’re just finishing up.” She held out her left hand and we shook. “It was nice to meet you. Get someone to look at it again if the swelling doesn’t go down or you lose function or sensation in your fingers. Otherwise, you should be good to go. I’ll drop you an email when I find a pediatrician for your friends.” After that, she turned to Antonia. “Good luck with her.”

“Thank you.”




  

  





Thirty









It was two in the morning by the time we were back home. Christopher had driven behind Antonia until she’d pulled into the alley behind the house. Then he’d moved to a spot at the curb near my door and we sat in his truck, listening to its pings as the engine cooled. His phone erupted in a spasm of beeps and buzzing when he turned it back on.

I watched as the notifications scrolled. “Think you’ll still have a job tomorrow?”

He shrugged. “If I don’t, that means it’s not a job I want to keep.” He gave me a wry look. “Is that kennel help job still open?”

“Waste of your talent. Isn’t there anyone else other than the DPAS doing portal research around here?”

Christopher blew out a breath. “Yeah. The Chevalier Foundation.”

“Oh, right.” The last thing he needed was to work for any company Immo Ring controlled. “Maybe you and Fred can set up a business. Figure out something to import.” I sat up, excited. “Or you could search for lost people.” It wasn’t as common for people to disappear through portals now that everyone knew what to watch out for, but it still happened. “After Fiona has a name and everyone stops trying to steal her, of course. I don’t think Fred’s going to leave her side until then.”

“Fred thinks the embassy is going to send more people to guard her. Apparently, whatever they did to start a portal storm crossed some line. The ambassador is going to get involved, after all.” He shook his head. “Or rather, the ambassador is going to send some people to get involved.”

“That’s a relief. I don’t think I could handle another night like this.” I frowned at the splint on my wrist. “I think it’s just bruised. Maybe it will be better by tomorrow.”

“Maybe you should hire me to be your hands until it’s healed.”

I yawned. “Or maybe you’ll still have a job and you won’t need to worry about it.”

He smiled and opened his door, letting a blast of cold air in. “We’ll just have to wait and find out.”
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In the morning, I sat at the kitchen table enjoying the clean milk smell of the baby in my lap. The news was filled with pictures of sky blue bacterial mats seeping into the lobby of the DPAS. The reporters had been busy. Martin’s research into the basilisk die-off made it into the story, and his water analysis showing heavy metals engulfed by xenotic bacteria featured prominently. At least one photographer had found a portal to that world and had taken pictures of the buildings and evaporation pools — I was glad they had their own pictures and not a copy of Christopher’s.

Fiona blew saliva bubbles and smacked her palms onto the kitchen table. I moved my tablet to one side. “Yes. It’s very exciting, isn’t it?” The coffee cup was already well out of range.

Only one paper had obliquely suggested there might be a link with the Chevalier Foundation. Maybe that number would increase. Maybe.

The sound of water running through the pipes stopped, and I heard Fred talk to the snuggle-pups that perched on the edge of the tub every day. Waterfall was still asleep on the air mattress in Fiona’s room. Having both adult verdirans occupied elsewhere would have made me nervous if there hadn’t been another four lounging near the porch. Anyone who came for Fiona now was going to get a big surprise.

Christopher’s shave-and-a-haircut knock on the front door interrupted my search for updated information. I turned Fiona around so her weight rested on my shoulder, then got up to let him in. “Still have a job?”

“At least for now.” He smoothed his hand down Fiona’s back as he leaned in to greet me. His hair was still damp, and he smelled of soap. “Noonan added a face-to-face meeting to my calendar three weeks from now, but maybe things will have blown over by then.” No sign of our late night showed on his face, which seemed unfair, since I was pretty sure I looked like someone who’d only had two hours of sleep. “Right now, I’m responsible for finding housing for the embassy staff.” He nodded toward the back yard, where the four new verdirans sat.

My shoulders relaxed as I blew out a long breath.

Christopher laughed. “No, they aren’t expecting to stay at your house.”

“They might have to acknowledge Fred’s existence if they did. But I was beginning to think they were planning to pitch a tent next to the basil plants.” As adult verdirans, they could easily step through a portal to some place more comfortable. But if they did that, they wouldn’t feel any new portal storms here. They needed to stay.

“The DPAS will rent a house for them somewhere nearby.” Before I could do more than take in breath to speak, he added, “Yes, I’ll talk to Antonia.”

“You learn fast.” I craned my head to look at the cottage across the yard as I sat down at the kitchen table. “She should be here in a few minutes.” Fiona grabbed my thumb and I let her move my hand around.

Christopher sat down in the chair next to me and gave me a measuring look.

When he didn’t say anything, I raised my eyebrows. “What?”

“It’s…” He stopped and tried again. “You seemed to avoid holding her before.”

“Yeah.” Sighing, I let the baby bang my hand gently against the table. “I thought someone ought to stay objective, but…” I freed my hand so I could gulp some coffee. “Oh well.”

He smiled, slowly, and reached out to cover my hand.




  

  





Thirty-One









Nearly two weeks later, I sat on the top step of my back porch, enjoying a lazy Sunday morning while testing my wrist and watching the zap lizards examine the downspout at the corner of the house. If they built a nest there, it would flood and block the gutters the next time it rained; the responsible thing would be for me to chase them away and clear out whatever twigs and trash they’d brought in as building material. But we were past the rainy season for the year, so it was entirely possible they could build their nest, lay eggs, and hatch them without disaster.

My wrist twinged when I flexed it. Thankfully, the swelling had gone down after the first week and I’d been able to use my hand again. In some ways, that week had turned out to be a blessing in disguise — Andrew had gained enough experience to be, if not comfortable, then at least less panicked about taking animals to surgery. I had no plans to leave him on his own in the operating room for the next few months, but I no longer needed to scrub in for the routine procedures.

Brittany had moved past having a client drop dead in front of her, though Rochelle hadn’t yet deleted the note from Jared Holter’s file. “Having two clients die in front of her is going to be bad for the hospital’s reputation,” Rochelle had explained when I brought it up. “When I worked at All Seasons, we had two clients have heart attacks in one of the exam rooms and we had to convert it to storage until we moved to the new location.”

The night before Gabriel Ramirez’s funeral, Brittany and Jessica had driven the ocicat to a xenotics cat rescue five hours away. The rescue was better equipped to house her until they found the right adoptive home. Beni had loved the attention she was getting at the hospital, but we didn’t have anyplace to keep her and she’d learned how to turn on all the faucets when left to roam the treatment room at the end of the day.

I was still waiting for Jessica to falter. Maybe I’d misjudged her and she really was as confident as she appeared. If so, more power to her.

The male zap lizard flew over to the side of the yard and stole a spoon from the tea cooling by the fence. Not my tea — it belonged to the tall verdiran who was currently shifting stones around at the edge of the yard. Antonia had befriended the group from the embassy, searching the local free items website for things to make their rented house down the street more comfortable. The ping-pong table had confused them, though she said they were learning. The beanbag chair had been a hit.

By the second day, she’d had them helping her weed the raised beds. After that, it seemed logical to give them an area to create a garden of their own. To me, it looked like they were setting up a rock garden, with stones and boulders pulled from who knew where, but maybe this was just the start.

I refused to learn their names until they acknowledged Fred. My stand very likely hadn’t been noticed; aside from Antonia, who refused to be ignored, and Christopher, who was their link to the DPAS, most humans merited less attention than the zap lizard dragging the spoon inside the downspout.

Or that had been the case. Lately, though…

Behind me, the door creaked open and Christopher padded out in bare feet. He sank down next to me, handing me a mug of coffee. “Fred gave up and decided to give Fiona a bath.”

“Serves him right. I told him not to give her so much fruit last night.” The baby was going through a growth spurt, eating more food than should have fit in her stomach. I tried to balance her favorite fruits with rice cereal and oatmeal. Fred sometimes didn’t bother.

“I think he’s learned his lesson.”

In many ways, Fiona was doing well. The jaundice had faded and she’d regained the weight she lost. But she remained stubbornly pale. I’d spent the last few days mulling over whether I should give her another vitamin injection, a smaller volume this time in the hope that it wouldn’t affect her liver. I could wait until we saw evidence of seizures again, but that could permanently damage her brain, leaving her prone to epilepsy in later life, even after her skin turned green.

Fred had taken her for another transfaunation attempt on Wednesday evening, bringing Waterfall with him for protection. They’d returned three hours later looking tired and happy, and I’d had to bite my tongue the next day when Antonia asked me if it seemed like something had changed between them.

The clattering of metal inside the downspout caught Christopher’s attention. “What is that?”

“Zap lizards. Remind me to retrieve that spoon at some point.”

“I’ll get it as soon as I figure out where Dumbo hid my shoe last night.” He tried to sound exasperated, but ruined it by laughing.

“It’s probably behind the couch. She likes you.”

“She likes my shoe, anyhow.”

The tall verdiran looked up from his stone placement at my laugh, gave me a considering look, and then went back to moving things around. It was almost as if he knew something about me and was trying to decide if it was true. Maybe Antonia had told him something.

I twisted so I could look at Christopher as he blew on his coffee. “Did you tell the verdirans something about me? They keep staring.”

“Ah.” He took a sip and set his mug down on the wood beside him. “I think I know what that’s about. Word’s gotten around that you’re treating Fiona.”

“They knew that already. She’s the whole reason they’re here.”

He reached up to remove a leaf that had fallen on my shoulder. “Yes, but now it looks like what you’re doing may actually work.” He regrouped and tried a different approach. “Up to now, we — humans — haven’t had anything the verdirans want. Sure, some of the tech is nice, but phones only work in certain areas here and nowhere on the other side of portals. They can get all the food and water and shelter they need easily enough. Dealing with humans is difficult since we don’t share a language, and the verdirans in general are pretty much horrified by the damage we’ve done to the earth.”

He picked up his coffee cup. “But then you go and take on the biggest problem they have. And suddenly humans have switched categories from annoying to possibly useful. That’s a pretty seismic shift.”

I drank my coffee and considered this. It felt wrong for something I did to change an entire culture, even if my own had been radically damaged because of what Xavier had done. The tall verdiran looked up from his rocks and back down again.

The idea was too big to handle, so I picked holes in it. “I haven’t cured Fiona. If anything, I put her in liver failure with my treatment.”

Christopher settled his arm around my shoulders. “You gave them hope. That’s a powerful thing.”

Inside the house, a strange cry reverberated.

“What the…?” I set my mug down on the step below my feet and followed Christopher through the door. The tall verdiran dropped his stones and dashed across the yard to chase after us.

Fred met us in the hallway holding a towel-wrapped Fiona. Shoving the baby into my arms, he began rapidly signing. Figuring Christopher had a better chance of understanding sign language, I ignored Fred and looked around, planning where to run. I was expecting to see portals appear, but… nothing. The tall verdiran ran into the hall behind me. Fiona blew a spit bubble.

Christopher frowned. “He saw… something?”

Losing patience, Fred grabbed my arm and pulled me into the humid bathroom. A rubber ducky bobbed in a few inches of water in the tub. Clothes and a fresh diaper had been laid out on the counter, but Fred shoved them out of the way, took Fiona from me, and set her down. He unwrapped the towel and rolled her onto her side.

The new scrape was healing, with no swelling or redness aside from the scab. I touched it carefully. It didn’t feel warmer than the rest of her skin. “Looks okay to me. What is he worried about?”

Christopher’s breath caught. “Look at the one above it.”

The wound above it had lost its scab and was fading to a scar, though it had a tiny discolored patch at one end. I looked closer, moving my head so I wasn’t blocking the light.

Her skin had turned green.

Over Christopher’s shoulder, I saw the tall verdiran’s eyes widen.

Seismic shifts indeed.
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Ready for more xenotics adventures with Nessa? Join my free newsletter to receive stories and updates on the release schedule for the next volume in The Portal Storms!

https://tmbaumgartner.com/subscribe/
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