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Hey you.

Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah.

Click here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there


Cast of Characters:

Leo Rivera: Human (seer). Main Character. Latino. Dark brown eyes, dark brown hair, tawny skin. He is a veteran in the US Army and the ‘leader’ of Team Rivera, committed to doing good where he can and making the magical world feel more like a community where everyone can be safe. He can amplify his own and others’ auras to increase their magical or physical strength.

Carmen Rivera: Human (seer). Latina. Dark brown eyes, dark brown hair, tawny skin. She is Leo’s twin sister and a mechanic, the ‘lancer’ of Team Rivera (Five-Man Band). She has ADHD and tends to be impulsive and sometimes reckless, especially when faced with injustice. She can empathically sense strong positive/negative emotions and whether a situation is dangerous.

Kylah Campbell: Half-faerie (Seelie). Caucasian. Golden-blonde hair, green eyes, fair skin. She is Leo and Asami’s girlfriend and the ‘heart’ of Team Rivera, emotionally mature and well-versed in how the magical world socially functions. She grew up in the Order of the Eye and is a very skilled fighter, often using a set of silver daggers. She can use light magic to create illusions, make herself invisible for short periods of time, and let off blinding bursts of light. AKA Calla nic Cassia.

Kegan Campbell: Half-faerie (Seelie). Caucasian. Golden-blond hair, green eyes, fair skin. He is Kylah’s twin brother and Carmen’s boyfriend, the ‘big guy’ of Team Rivera. He is quiet and observant, preferring the path of least resistance where possible, as he dislikes conflict, but he will always fight to defend those he loves and what he thinks is right. He grew up in the Order and is a very skilled fighter. He can use mirror magic to create illusions and use mirrors as doorways to transport from one place to another, but only if he’s been there before. AKA Kerria mac Cassia.

Asami Tanaka: Human (seer). Asian. Black hair, dark eyes, tawny skin. She is Kylah and Leo’s girlfriend, the ‘smart guy’ of Team Rivera. She is very studious and curious with a love of history and dead languages, but she is not a pushover and will always come to the aid of anyone who asks for her help. She grew up in the Tokyo chapter of the Order until she moved to Colorado and met the Campbells as a child. She can do basic healing magic and is skilled with runes, allowing her to create spell circles.

Artemis Desir: Werewolf. African-American. Black hair, amber-eyes, dark brown skin. She is an old friend of Asami’s, the ‘sixth ranger’ of Team Rivera. She has a degree in architecture and a fascination with stargazing, as well as a strong sense of loyalty to one’s community and family. She will stop at nothing to protect those she views as part of her family unit, her pack. She does not use magic, but being a werewolf gives her supernatural strength and speed, as well as heightened senses of sight, smell, and hearing.

Selene Ylva: Werewolf. Caucasian. Dark red hair, yellow-gold eyes, fair skin. She is the leader of the lycanthrope community in Los Angeles, which is an elected position. She is level-headed and diplomatic, and clearly understands the weight of her position. She appears impossible to rile up or surprise and holds herself like an aristocrat or a politician. Though initially wary of newcomers Team Rivera, she later accepts their help.

Jamison Hawthorn: Half-faerie (Seelie). Latino. Shock-white hair, blue eyes, nut-brown skin. He is a very politically active member of the magical community, committed to better relationships between humans and magicals, and especially half-blood faeries with full-blood faeries. He was rescued from a deeply racist faerie named Amaryllis by Team Rivera and views them as friends and allies in his fight for true equality within the magical community. AKA Jamesia mac Hawthorn.

Amaryllis nic Sage: Faerie (Seelie). All-lilac eyes (sometimes glamoured all-black), dark brown hair, nut-brown skin. Glossy back horns, lilac skin-markings. She is a noble of the Seelie Court and deeply loathes half-faeries and humans, thinking they are embarrassments to the Fair Folk and need to be eradicated and/or enslaved. She is a strong believer in faerie supremacy and will stop at almost nothing to try and achieve it, even working with a vampire, the Fair Folk’s natural enemy.


Chapter 1

“Okay, Leo, that’s the last of them.”

Carmen sounded relieved as she hefted yet another cardboard box out of the back of her old truck and into my waiting arms. She rummaged around in her pockets to lock the vehicle before she picked up the last box, and the pair of us walked up the short flight of stairs off the street and into the house’s foyer.

Despite the weight of the box in her hands, there was no mistaking my twin sister’s excitement. She was practically bouncing up the steps and rocked back and forth on the balls of her feet next to me.

“I still can’t believe it,” she said, more to herself than to me. Her gaze was faraway, and her smile was so wide I was surprised she didn’t have sore cheeks yet. “I can’t fucking believe it.”

If I was being honest, I could hardly believe it myself. We finally had a home, a real home we owned, that no landlords or social workers or foster parents could tell us to leave. It was ours.

When Carmen and I were eight, our parents burned to death in a house fire, and since that awful night, we’d been adrift. No homes to anchor ourselves to, no family except each other, like two pieces of driftwood in a storm.

Until now.

Renée Beckett, head of the Denver chapter of the Order of the Eye, had given us a home. Off the record, of course, because she couldn’t be seen to be helping civilians, which, as non-Eyes, was what we were. The property had just fallen off the books at some point, completely by accident, a byproduct of an accounting mistake.

Oh, well.

Renée handed Kylah the key and address five days ago. I hadn’t recognized the street name, but I knew it was in a decent part of the city, more decent than where Carmen and I had been living, which was a two-bedroom apartment that felt cramped even before Kylah, Kegan, and Asami moved in. Afterwards, there’d barely been enough room to move around. It was probably just as well that we’d all ended up pairing off, because otherwise someone would probably have been permanently relegated to the couch.

Our new place, however, could not have been more different.

I’d expected a decently-sized apartment, maybe three bedrooms in a decently-nice building. None of us had been prepared for the upscale, five-bedroom townhouse that we’d ended up in, and Kegan and Kylah checked the address four separate times to make absolutely sure we were in the right place.

But the addresses matched, and the key fit in the lock.

“Holy shit,” Carmen had said when we first walked in, and she’d stood in the middle of the main room and turned slowly on the spot while she gaped at everything. The wall opposite the front door had an enormous window that provided a truly dazzling view of the Los Angeles skyline that never failed to make me stop for a moment.

Even now, after three days of moving, I needed to take a moment to appreciate the view as I dropped the last box of stuff onto the ground.

“It’s official,” my sister said as she set down her own box. “We’re moved in.”

“I guess we are,” I said with a grin. Then I looped my arm around her neck, pulled her sideways against me, and pressed a kiss to her hair.

“Ugh, gross.” She squirmed in protest and tried to wriggle free, but I knew she actually loved it.

By the time we’d moved the last truckload of stuff out of our old apartment, it had felt little bigger than a coat closet, like every minute we’d spent in this new one had caused the old one to shrink by several square feet. I raised my arms high above my head and stretched appreciatively as I relished in the space, in the abundance of it.

“Oh, excellent, my books!” Asami said as she came over, and she picked up the box at my feet, paused to kiss my cheek, and headed back where she’d come from.

The townhouse had three floors. The main communal spaces were on the ground floor, then there were three bedrooms on the second level and two on the upper level, which were accessible via a flight of stairs in the main room that led up to a mezzanine. The master bedroom, which Kylah, Asami, and I had claimed, was on the top floor, and the other was much smaller but made up for it by having one wall made entirely of window panes, which slanted at an angle to give the occupant a superb view of the sky.

Artemis had claimed that room, once we’d finally convinced her to move in with us. Between the numerous dangers that came with living alone in a city like LA, the fact that magicals were being targeted by as-of-yet-unknown parties, and because she was just plain fun to be around, the werewolf woman had been unable to refuse our invitation.

Of the three bedrooms on the second level, Asami was already in the process of converting one into a library-slash-study, down to measuring the walls for shelves. Carmen had taken the largest of the three, the second-largest overall, to share with Kegan, and the fifth would probably end up as a sort of guest room.

“I’m thinking beanbags,” Carmen said to me now, and I tore my gaze from Asami’s retreating form to meet my sister’s eyes.

“Huh?” I asked.

“The mezzanine,” Carmen said and jerked her head up to the space between my bedroom’s door and Artemis’. “We should put a rug and some beanbags up there. Make it all cozy and stuff.

“Sounds good to me,” I said with a shrug. “You’ll have to take it up with Sami, though. She’s gone full interior designer.”

“I already said I’d help her cut and hang shelves for her library-study,” my sister replied with a wave of her hand. “We have an understanding. She has an excellent eye for that sort of thing, y’know. Artemis, too.”

“Detail-oriented,” I explained as I picked up the box at Carmen’s feet, which was full of kitchen stuff.

We probably only had enough things to fill about a quarter of the cupboards in this new apartment’s showroom-style kitchen. It was all white granite and stainless steel, and I had to admit it excited me. I’d never had much chance to cook when in the army, and I’d been severely limited by both space and budget in our old apartment. Here, the possibilities were endless and tantalizing.

I unpacked the box, and sure enough, I only needed about three cupboards. Between this and the fact we were now a group of six, I made a mental note to get some extra plates and stuff as soon as possible.

Since I’d finally finished unpacking, I headed up the stairs to the townhouse’s upper level. The view of the main room from the mezzanine almost felt more surreal than the view of the city from the windows. Seeing the room from above made me feel like it was a simulation in a house-building game, or a photo on a property website. I still couldn’t really believe it was mine.

Well, ours.

But it was. After we’d walked in the first time, and Carmen had done her slow spin of disbelief, we’d seen it on the coffee table: an envelope containing the apartment’s deed. Kylah, Kegan, Carmen and I were all on the paperwork. All legal owners.

Of course, by extension, it was Asami’s home, too, and Artemis’, even if their names weren’t on the legal document. But even so, it was a comfort to see my name there, and my sister’s, and know this place was ours, and we weren’t leaving anytime soon.

The door on the left side of the mezzanine led into the master bedroom, which was its own kind of amazing. The king-sized bed was pushed up against the right wall, and it was more than big enough for Asami, Kylah and myself to all sleep on. The far wall was almost completely windows, and the glass panels stretched from about a foot above the floor to about a foot down from the ceiling.

The wall by the door was mostly occupied by mirrored panels that slid aside to reveal closet storage. Similar to the kitchen cupboards, even with all of my, Asami, and Kylah’s clothing, the wardrobes were barely half full. Finally, the left wall had several shelves set into it, which we’d started to fill up with books, photo frames, and a handful of knick-knacks, like the wrestling trophy I’d won in my senior year of high school, and the graduation photo of Carmen and I standing side by side with matching gowns, diplomas, and smiles. Next to the shelves was a door that led to an ensuite, all decked out in marble with a shower cubicle and possibly the biggest bathtub I’d ever seen in real-life.

I found Kylah in the ensuite putting things in the medicine cabinet behind the mirror above the sink. She didn’t notice me at first and started a little when I put a hand on her waist, but she quickly relaxed into my touch and hummed softly as I wrapped my arms around her.

“You okay?” she asked me.

“A little tired,” I admitted and rested my forehead on her shoulder. “But that’s the last of the boxes moved in. Our old landlord’s been notified. Come the end of next week, our lease ends. We’re officially moved in.”

“Wonderful,” Kylah sighed, and her blonde curls tickled as she turned her head to nuzzle me.

I raised my head for a kiss and tugged on a ringlet playfully. Her hair was one of my favorite things about her. It was golden and bouncy and just long enough to graze her jaw. On the rare occasions she had to tie it back, little tufts would always break free of the ponytail, and she’d have to tuck them behind her slightly-pointed ears. Her ears, and her fantastically green eyes, were some of the subtlest cues to the fact she wasn’t entirely human.

Not that it mattered to me in the slightest. I loved her no matter what.

“Sami’s already measuring for shelves in the library,” I said when Kylah and I parted. “It’s gonna be floor-to-ceiling books in there, you mark my words.”

“I’d expect nothing less from our resident researcher,” the blonde woman said with a smile.

If there was anyone else in the world-- aside from Carmen, obviously-- that I loved as much as I loved Kylah, it was Asami. Short, dark-eyed and sharp-minded, she’d stolen both my heart and Kylah’s. And we’d stolen hers.

“I might actually go check on her,” I said thoughtfully. “If only to see how much lumber she wants to buy.”

“Don’t forget sandpaper, wood varnish, and wall-brackets,” Kylah added with a laugh. “She’ll spend all our earnings on book upkeep if you’re not careful.”

She would, I knew, but I also knew Kylah and I would probably let her. We were both powerless to her charms. Just as I was to Kylah’s, and both women were to mine. We were all so hopelessly besotted with each other it was almost embarrassing to think about sometimes.

I gave Kylah another kiss on the shoulder and walked out of the master bedroom, but before I began to descend the stairs, I noticed the door to Artemis’ room was ajar and figured I’d stick my head in to check on her. The werewolf woman was the most recent addition to our little monster-hunting group and a very useful one. She was super strong, fiercely loyal, wickedly smart, and just generally an awesome woman, and I was glad to have her on our team.

I knocked at the door and then pushed it open a moment later to see Artemis sitting on the bed. She was a curvy woman a little shorter than Kylah, with mahogany-dark skin and striking amber eyes. She was sitting on the end of her bed, the headboard of which was against the same wall as the door, and she was looking out of the enormous slanted window on the far end of the room.

“Hey,” I said, and she didn’t startle in the slightest.

As a werewolf, she had super-sensitive eyesight and hearing and had probably heard my entire conversation with my sister downstairs. I briefly wondered if her taking the room directly opposite me, Kylah, and Asami was the smartest idea.

“Hi,” she said and turned to me with a smile. “So you guys are all moved in?”

“Yup!” I nodded. “We can pick up the last of your stuff later, if you want.”

“Oh, no rush,” she said. “My lease doesn’t end for two more weeks. Ly said he could drop it off this weekend.”

“That’s nice,” I said placidly, but I still wasn’t quite sure what to make of Artemis’ cousin, Lyall, who also happened to be Asami’s ex-boyfriend.

He was deeply protective of those he viewed as under his care-- his ‘pack,’ I guess you could say-- which was pretty common among werewolves, but he was made of different stuff than Artemis and Asami. Both of them had stepped up in the name of protecting the entire magical world, not just those closest to them. That wasn’t to say Lyall was a coward, because not everyone was built for that sort of thing, but it was undeniably a difference.

“How are you adjusting?” I then asked Artemis.

“I like it,” she answered. “It’s been a while since I’ve lived with other people, in a group. It’s the norm for werewolves, and… I guess I didn’t realize how much I missed it.”

“Well, we’re glad to have you, too,” I said with a smile. “Though, are you sure you’re alright with this room? The view’s cool and all, but it’s a bit small, don’t you think?”

It was, by a fair margin, the smallest bedroom of the five. I suspected the previous owner, before this place had become an Eye safehouse, used this room as a study, not the one Asami was in the process of converting. There were several shelves on the wall above her bed, and a long bookcase ran along the right wall.

“Oh, I don’t mind.” The werewolf shrugged. “I don’t need a big room.”

“You could still take the one downstairs,” I told her, meaning the guest-room-to-be.

“No, really, I like this one,” Artemis said with a laugh. “Who needs a big room when I can have that window? I can put my telescope out in front of the glass.”

At the far end of the room, about a third of its overall length, was a raised floor. It was about four inches higher than the rest of the floor, and I could imagine a circular rug and a beanbag, similar to what Carmen had planned for the mezzanine, next to a brass telescope. In fact, now that I thought about it, I was sure the raised platform in front of the slanted window-wall had been put in specifically for an avid stargazer’s telescope.

“You like to stargaze?” I asked, and she nodded.

“Ever since I was a kid,” she said. “Lycanthropes tend to be pretty nocturnal, so I spent a lot of time out at night, looking up at the sky. I started to find the stars more interesting than the moon, though.”

“So, are you into all that zodiac and horoscope stuff?” I asked, and Artemis swatted me.

“No, I’m into science,” she told me pointedly, but she was smiling as she said it. “The universe is so big, and we’re such a small part of it.”

“I dunno… sounds kind of scary,” I admitted. “Realizing we’re kind of… insignificant?”

“Small doesn’t mean insignificant,” she corrected. “Everything fits together, like threads in a tapestry, or pieces of a puzzle. We’re made from the dust of stars that died billions of years ago, and billions of years from now, we’ll be part of new stars. No matter what, life will go on, but it doesn’t mean we don’t matter. We’re like… cogs in a machine. Small, but integral to the overall workings.”

I looked up at the window. It was daylight now, so there weren’t any stars, but the moon was visible and white against the azure blue.

“I suppose I like the sound of that, when you put it that way,” I said with a small smile. “So you’re okay here?”

“I wouldn’t have agreed to move in if I wasn’t,” Artemis pointed out. “I am, really. You guys are like… part of my pack. Like Selene said when we brought her that guy’s body, you’re part of the Los Angeles pack now, and you’re part of mine, too. Like… a family group, I suppose.”

“Found family?” I suggested, and she nodded.

“Exactly,” she agreed. “Lycanthropes share a few social similarities with regular old wolves, but wolf packs are small, maybe only eight members, and are confined to one blood family, usually two parents and a bunch of kids. Lycanthropes have mostly-human social instincts, though, so our packs can be as big as a hundred members, like a small community. It’s all about trust, and working together to live, rather than just survive.”

That idea appealed to me. The werewolves’ sense of community was one of the things I admired most about them. I got the sense that if a werewolf kid was orphaned, there would be no shortage of surrogate-parent figures ready to step in.

“You can definitely count us among your pack,” I assured her. “We just happen to be working together to kill monsters, too.”

“And I’m all for killing monsters,” Artemis said with a smile I could only describe as wolfish.

There was another knock at the door then, and Asami poked her head in.

“Sorry to interrupt,” she said as she stepped in. “I just wanted to see if you were doing okay.”

“I’m fine,” Artemis promised her friend. “It’s different, sure, but… good different.”

“I’m glad,” Asami said, and there was genuine relief in her eyes as she came to stand by the end of the bed.

The dark-eyed woman was so openly kind and sweet, with a large heart and a trusting nature. But it was one of the things I loved most about Asami, just how free she was with her affection, and how obvious she was to the people she cared about. No one could ever have accused her of being reticent or cold or standoffish. She wore her heart on her sleeve.

I reached out to take Asami’s hand, and as I raised it to my lips for a kiss, she squeezed my fingers like she was nervous.

“You okay?” I asked her. “You seem…”

“Tense,” Artemis finished.

She had a keen eye even when she wasn’t looking at one of her oldest friends, but between Asami being Asami and Artemis being a werewolf, I suspected the amber-eyed woman could read her friend like an open book.

“A little,” Asami admitted. “I thought… since it’s been a few days, we should… talk. About what happened. At Galen’s grave.”

“Legion, you mean,” I said grimly, and the Japanese woman nodded.

“The others are all downstairs,” she said, and she tugged at my hand.

The three of us then headed out of Artemis’ room and onto the mezzanine, and when I looked down below, I saw Kylah, Kegan, and Carmen all sitting on the couches. Carmen was nestled in the crook of Kegan’s shoulder, with his arm around her. Kylah was sitting on one of the other couches, alone, and looking pretty tense herself.

When Asami and I got down to the ground level, we each took a seat on either side of Kylah and kissed her cheeks. She relaxed almost instantly, but not completely, and Asami took one of her hands as I slung my arm around Kylah’s shoulders.

I had a feeling her concern was about more than just Legion, though.

When Renée Beckett gifted us this apartment, she’d also told Kylah and Kegan that their mother wanted to speak to them. Kylah and Kegan’s mother was a faerie, Cassia, and I didn’t know much about Cassia’s relationship with the twins other than it wasn’t good. They’d barely seen her growing up, since they spent most of their time in the Denver Sanctuary under the care of Renée and, more broadly, the Order.

I suspected their father’s relationship with Cassia wasn’t much better. I’d rarely heard either twin mention Mr. Campbell. I didn’t even know his first name. Kegan was more antagonistic toward the man than Kylah was, mostly because Kylah had told me she barely remembered her father at all.

When we’d first started out in the magical world, we’d gone to a supernatural nightclub called Pandemonium to meet with a faerie named Amaryllis. Asami had told Carmen and me, in preparation, that many Seelie faeries took mortal lovers, often without much consideration for whether the mortal in question wanted to be a faerie’s lover. Since then, I’d suspected that might be the reason for Kylah and Kegan’s rocky relationship with their father, if the twins only served as a reminder of being used as a faerie’s plaything.

But that was a problem for another day, because we had plenty more pressing issues to deal with first.

“Legion,” I said when we’d all sat down.

“We killed him, but there are apparently more of him,” Kylah sighed. “More than we could ever hope to defeat.”

“That was possibly just fearmongering,” Artemis pointed out. She’d taken a seat on Asami’s other side, though she wasn’t touching anyone. “Trying to scare us, make us hesitate.”

“Regardless, we can assume he has some allies,” I said. “We know he was connected to Phoenix in some way, like Scratch, and the chimera in Oregon.”

“You saw a chimera in Oregon?” Artemis asked, and her amber eyes went wide. “No, wait, never mind that, do you mean Sullivan Scratch? The vampire?”

“Yeah, we killed him a couple weeks ago,” Carmen said.

Artemis’ eyes got even wider, and I had a feeling she was only just now realizing what she’d gotten herself into.

“And he was connected to what’s happening in Phoenix?” the werewolf woman then asked, and I had to admire her ability to get back on track quickly. It seemed nothing threw her for very long.

“We don’t know exactly,” Kylah said. “It’s possible he was just trying to avoid Phoenix so his own activities could go unnoticed. He mentioned he’d been approached by the Phoenix lot, though. Like they had some kind of… proposition for him.”

“He said he wasn’t interested in working with them, but they were… new, powerful,” Carmen added. “There was no precedent-- is no precedent-- for what Phoenix is, in the magical world. Globalization is too recent.”

“And the magical world has always moved more slowly,” Asami agreed. “We know he was connected, like Legion and the chimera, but we don’t know how. How does creating a chimera and binding a ghost lead to being free of the veil?”

“Maybe they want to expose the magical world?” I suggested. “Wreak so much havoc that humans are forced to notice it. There’d be no reason to keep the veil up after that.”

Everyone looked at each other as if agreeing with me, except Kylah. She was looking straight ahead, and her expression was rather grave.

“No,” she said at last. “No. The group in Phoenix… they’re smart. They’ve been exploiting weaknesses in the way the magical world functions. Different species working together, acting to deepen divisions between the communities so stragglers can be picked off.”

“That’s what makes them dangerous.” Carmen nodded. “There are loads of small groups that dislike the veil, right? But something is setting Phoenix apart, and it’s more than just the power to create a goddamn chimera. It’s the fact that magical species are banding together.”

“I know I’m in favor of stronger intercommunity ties, but this isn’t what I had in mind when I mentioned it to Selene,” I said with a slight grimace. “So, how do we battle a group like this?”

“Not alone,” Artemis said. “You guys are good, there’s no doubt, but you-- we-- are too small on our own to take down a threat of this scale. I was picking up some of my stuff from my old apartment, and I saw another one of those damned flyers from the Order. They’ve doubled the reward.”

“A hundred thousand?” Carmen asked, and I could practically see her eyeballs turning into dollar signs.

“Easy, Monkey,” I warned her. “They’ve obviously done that to goad more gullible, foolhardy people into trying to stop them. But it also means the Order’s all but admitting they have no fucking clue how to deal with the problem themselves. At this rate, they’re probably just giving the Phoenix group more potential recruits.”

“Whenever they’ve sent Eyes, we haven’t heard anything,” Kegan agreed. “Diane’s the only one who came back from Phoenix, the only one we ever saw or heard from again, and she told everyone it’s only because she injured her ankle and didn’t actually go on the mission proper. After four days, she’d heard nothing, and she was forced to return to the Sanctuary alone for reinforcements. But the Council wouldn’t send any.”

Something sick twisted inside my stomach. I knew the Order had its problems, but this was a new low. Leaving people behind. Abandoning them. I knew, logically, that it was sometimes the strategically correct thing to do, but it felt so deeply wrong to me. Of course the Council, with the likes of Samuel White getting votes, would decide to cut their losses. They didn’t even know what kind of fate they’d doomed those missing Eyes to. Death was the kind option, but what about the unkind ones? Torture? Experimentation? Maybe in a few months, a new chimera would emerge from Phoenix, built out of Eyes, with their souls mutilated and screaming for death.

“They’re powerful,” I said to Kegan. “So the smart thing to do is not go in, guns blazing, when better-trained people have been completely wiped off the map by this group.”

There was no doubt Kylah and Kegan were excellently-trained, but they were only two people. I had a good amount of combat experience myself, but I was learning more and more that my battle instincts, honed for human opponents, were more of a hindrance against non-humans, like vampires, revenants, or various other threats. Even Artemis, who was almost completely bulletproof and was super-strong, would be unable to stop Phoenix alone. She was good, but she wasn’t a one-person army.

None of us were.

“But that’s where you’re thinking like the Order,” Carmen told me. “They wouldn’t let us join because I’m not trained, and you’re trained ‘wrong’ or whatever. We’re two ex-Eyes, a soldier, a werewolf, and two civilians. But we took down a blood-trafficking ring, we killed a fucking chimera, and we resisted ghost-possession! That’s not nothing!”

“I know we’ve been successful, but that doesn’t mean we’re invincible, Monkey,” I warned. “Arrogance is deadlier than any bullet.”

“I know that.” She scowled. “I’m not a child. But I mean, the Order assumed we’d be no good because we’re not what they think soldiers need to be. But we’ve made it work because we know where our weak points are, and we adapt quickly. We research, we go stealthy, we use every advantage we have. The Order’s attitude just looks like it applies brute force to something until it breaks. We’re not doing that. We’re picking the lock, disassembling the engine.”

I remembered when Carmen was fourteen and had taken apart the engine of our foster father’s 1930’s Cadillac. She’d been able to put it back together, as good as new, if not better. She’d taken the time and the care to figure it out.

She had a point.

“Okay then,” I said. “How do we pick this lock? How do we figure out what Phoenix is working toward? And how do we use our smarts to stop them once we figure it out?”

“I think I might know the answer to that,” Kylah spoke up, and I turned to look at her.

She was still staring off into the middle distance, but now she looked at her brother. I could tell from how Kegan’s expression turned grave that he knew what she was thinking, and he didn’t like it. But after a long moment, he nodded reluctantly.

“What?” I asked the blonde woman, and she sighed.

“Killing two birds with one stone,” she said and finally looked at me. Her emerald-green eyes were dull with unease and tension, but her expression was determined. “Kegan and I can go speak to our mother.”


Chapter 2

“Sorry.” Carmen leaned forward away from where she was nestled on Kegan’s shoulder and put up her hands. “I’m a little confused here-- your mother?”

“Cassia, yes,” Kylah answered.

I remembered when Kylah first told me about Cassia in detail, how she’d wanted to hate her mother for what she’d done to their family, but at the same time, she just wanted her mom. I remembered waking up a few days ago to see Kylah sitting on the edge of the bed, reading the letter, after she’d told me how sick she was of Cassia’s excuses for why she abandoned her children. I remembered Kylah turning to look at me, and how I hadn’t even tried to read what had been written, hadn’t asked what it said.

From the look in Kylah’s eyes, I now suspected the contents of Cassia’s most recent letter had been a bit different than the others. I looked over at Kegan and, sure enough, his expression made it clear he knew what his sister was thinking. I hadn’t seen him read the letter, but he must have, or Kylah must have told him its contents.

“But don’t you, like, hate her?” Carmen pressed. “This is the woman who basically abandoned you and Kegan. If not for the Order, you guys would’ve basically been homeless. Not to mention pretty much every faerie we’ve met so far has been, like, a complete bitch.”

“I wouldn’t really say ‘every faerie we’ve met’ can apply to a sample size of one, Monkey,” I told my sister, but I had to admit Amaryllis had been, to put it bluntly, a complete bitch.

The only full-blooded faerie we’d met so far, and she’d tricked us into believing she was an ally, before sending her goons to kill Kylah, Asami, Carmen and myself.

We’d all escaped, obviously, but so had she, and I still had a score to settle. No one attacked my family and got to keep breathing. Not even a noblewoman of the Seelie Court of Faerie.

“I certainly wouldn’t disagree with that assessment,” Kegan said lightly, and my sister placed her hand on his knee sympathetically but kept her eyes on Kylah.

“I’ve heard stories about fae who sire half-blood children,” Artemis said with a frown. “None of them paint very kind pictures. A parent who abandons their child is the lowest of the low in lycanthrope communities.”

“Funny you should say that,” Kylah replied with a slight bitterness in her tone. “Because that’s exactly why Cassia wrote her latest letter to us. To me.”

“What do you mean?” Asami asked with a furrow between her eyebrows.

“In her most recent letter, in between all of her non-apologies and excuses, she asked us for help,” Kegan said a little stiffly.

He was rarely cold, Kegan. A little shy perhaps, a little uncomfortable around large groups of people, but rarely unfriendly.

“Help with what?” Carmen asked as she turned to look at him. “What could a faerie possibly want from a half-faerie? Aren’t most of the fae really prejudiced toward you guys?”

“They are, and our mother isn’t really an exception,” Kylah explained. “Leaving a half-faerie child with the human parent is the typical outcome. Cassia’s actually a little unusual for writing letters to us. Most fae parents don’t have any contact with their children. Some don’t even know who their fae parent is.”

“Those half-faeries tend to have the last name ‘Danu’ as a result,” Kegan added. “They’re ‘nic Danu’ or ‘mac Danu’ because, for all intents and purposes, they sprang from the Earth herself. No one will claim them.”

“The bar is on the fucking floor,” Carmen scoffed and shook her head. “Cassia gets points just for being in contact with you? She hasn’t done anything to help you guys.”

“Believe me, we don’t think of her kindly just because she’s done the bare minimum to keep in contact,” Kegan said flatly. “Which is why Kylah and I weren’t particularly interested in helping her. Or Lark.”

“Lark?” I asked, but I saw from how Asami winced a little that she already knew who this was, and it wasn’t good.

“Larkspur,” Kylah explained. “Our full-faerie half-brother. That’s what Cassia’s letter was about. It seems he’s gotten himself into… a spot of trouble.”

“That’s a pretty broad definition, as the Fae go,” Artemis said. “What did he do?”

“I have no idea if he actually did anything,” Kylah sighed. “But he’s been accused of murdering a fellow noble of the Seelie Court.”

“What?” Asami’s face went white. “Murder?”

“He’s been accused,” Kylah repeated with emphasis on the last word. “That doesn’t necessarily mean he did it, especially in the Courts. Cassia wants us to go there and… prove his innocence or something. Use our training as Eyes to find evidence. Or, failing that, use the fact we’re half-human to lie to the Seelie Queen and say Lark’s innocent.”

“Isn’t lying to the Fae a sure-fire way to get captured or killed by them, though?” Carmen asked with a frown.

“When it comes to the Seelie Court, and the Fae Queen especially, being killed is the nicer outcome,” Kegan said flatly.

“So, if you don’t go and help, this Larkspur guy will be killed?” I asked. “But you don’t even know if he’s guilty.”

“Larkspur’s a noble himself,” Kylah said. “Ordinarily, yes, the punishment would be death, but it’s a grave offense to spill faerie blood unnecessarily, especially noble faerie blood. Cassia told us he faces banishment to the Wild Hunt.”

“I’ve heard of that,” Carmen said. “They’re, like, a procession of evil spirits or something.”

“Wayward faeries with no Court,” Asami corrected. “They ride across the night sky, ensnaring humans who are foolish enough to catch their attention, or who fail to beat them at games of trickery. Some faeries, usually Unseelie, even join up voluntarily.”

“Suffice it to say, it’s hardly the worst fate for him,” Kegan said.

“Then leave it,” Carmen told him with a shrug. “Not your problem.”

“Monkey!” I frowned.

“What?” my sister demanded. “It’s not their job to clean up his messes. And it’s pretty shitty of Cassia to ask them for a favor after all this time when she’s not even bothered to be part of their lives.”

“Maybe so, but that’s still not a reason to let a person go down for a crime he might not have even committed.”

“Cassia wants them to lie!” Carmen huffed and threw her arms out. “Lie! As in, do the number-one thing we were told never to do in front of faeries!”

“Nobody has to lie,” I said flatly. “And anyway, I’m assuming you only brought this up because it could be helpful to figuring out Phoenix, right, Kylah?”

I turned to look at the blonde woman, and she nodded, but her expression was conflicted.

“What has Cassia got to do with any of this, though?” Carmen asked. “She’s a faerie, how would she know what’s happening in Phoenix? And why would she even give a flying fuck when she’s spending all her time in Faerie-land?”

“She’s a member of the Seelie Court,” Kegan explained. “And the Court has ears everywhere. The Fae trade in information, the more secretive, the better. Things that have escaped the notice of the Order and even the general magical community will be common knowledge among the Fair Folk.”

“I get why you wouldn’t want to go to Cassia first,” I said to the blond man. “She’s hardly Mom of The Year, but if there was this chance she had something useful, why not approach her before she asked something like this of you?”

“Nothing’s free with the Fae, Leo,” Kylah said as her expression darkened. “There’s no way we could approach the Fae and ask them for a favor, especially for information. They’d hold all the cards.”

“They’d probably demand something like you and Carmen to join the revelries,” Kegan added, and I had a sneaking suspicion that ‘revelries’ was a very kind title and immediately resolved to never be part of them, if I could help it. “You saw Amaryllis in Pandemonium. Faeries love twins.”

“Why do I get the sense that if a human joins the revelries, they don’t ever leave them?” my sister asked with a wince.

“Because usually, they don’t,” Kylah answered. “You’d dance yourself to death from starvation or exhaustion, usually, but some humans are kept as… consorts to their faerie masters. Serving food and wine until they waste away, or are killed because their masters become bored. Or… providing other services.”

The half-fae woman said this last part delicately, with a hint of embarrassment about her heritage, and I squeezed her around the shoulders comfortingly since I knew ‘other services’ almost certainly meant sex-slavery.

Kylah was gorgeous, obviously, and even Amaryllis had possessed a certain cold, dangerous beauty to her, but I was strictly interested in consensual sexual relationships, thank you very much, and with two wonderful girlfriends, I was more than happy.

“This is good, though, isn’t it?” Asami asked. “Cassia has asked you for a specific favor, now you can ask one in return. There’s no risk of someone springing revelries or slavery on you as payment.”

“But it’s Cassia,” Carmen said with some disgust. “And it’s the Fae Courts.”

“I’m with Carmen,” Artemis agreed. “Helping the woman when she’s done nothing to help you? And on top of that, we’d be putting ourselves in the center of the Seelie Court. That’s a dangerous place to be for anyone, especially humans and half-fae.”

“I don’t deny that,” I said. “But we have no other leads about Phoenix, and besides that, an innocent could be punished, and a murderer could go free. That’s not seriously something you would be okay with, is it?”

“No one in the Fae Courts has clean hands,” Artemis said before she turned to Kylah and Kegan. “If you two don’t want to help your mother, I won’t try to convince you otherwise. I’d prefer to stay away from Faerie as much as possible. Like Carmen said, we’re smart. We can figure out another way to learn what’s going on in Phoenix.”

Carmen and I shared a look while Artemis and Asami did the same. It felt strange, to be in opposition to my sister, who for so many years had been the only person I’d really felt connected to. It felt uncomfortable. No doubt Artemis and Asami, as old friends, felt similarly.

“Of course, it isn’t really our decision,” I said to the other three, and we all looked at the Campbells. “Whatever choice you guys come to, we’ll go with it. It’s your mother, your brother. You’re the ones who’d suffer most if we ventured into Faerie.”

There was, of course, the possibility that Kylah and Kegan would also be divided one against the other, leaving us split three and three, but I decided we’d cross that bridge if and when we came to it.

“I agree,” Carmen said, and Asami and Artemis both nodded. “It’s your guys’ decision. Whatever you pick, we’ll be with you, one hundred percent.”

“Thank you,” Kylah said, and there was no mistaking the relief on her face.

I was abruptly reminded Carmen and I had not been the only twins left adrift in this room. Kylah was probably as relieved to have a permanent home and a family unit she could truly count on as I was.

“Really, it means a lot,” Kegan agreed.

“Would you two like some time to talk in private?” Artemis offered, and the Campbells both nodded.

“It’s late,” Kegan said. “You should all get some rest, cool off. We’ll tell you what we decide in the morning.”

“Sounds good,” I said, and I rose from my seat. “We’ve all had a long day, and we’re a bit stressed. Honestly, you two should probably sleep on it, too.”

“We will,” Kylah said. “But I’d like to talk a bit more first.”

I could see she and Kegan wanted a moment to themselves, probably to talk about the matter on a more personal level, so the least the others and I could do was respect that wish.

Despite our disagreement, Carmen accepted my goodnight hug without protest. She then went into the room she shared with Kegan, which was nestled between Asami’s library-study-in-progress and the downstairs bathroom, and Asami, Artemis, and I headed up to the top floor. Asami and I lay in the enormous bed in our own room, and it felt even more huge without Kylah there with us.

“I’d expected our first proper night in this place to be… different,” Asami admitted as she cuddled into my right side. She laid her head on my chest so she could see the door when Kylah eventually came in, and the moonlight from the window on the right wall lined her in silver and made her glossy black hair shine.

“So did I.” I let out a small laugh. “But we’ll figure it out. We always do.”

We lay there in silence for a few moments, since we were both too wired to even think about sleep, despite the tiring day we’d had. We were too focused on our latest problem, too worried about Kylah, too unused to this new bed in this new apartment.

When I’d been in the army, I’d slept in about a million places, but all the barracks had been identical, and all the guys in my squad had been the same, so it hadn’t really felt different. Here, everything was different. Even the furniture. Almost none of the furniture in our old apartment had actually been ours, and we hadn’t needed to buy any regardless, because this place came fully furnished.

“I hate Cassia,” Asami eventually broke the silence, and though her voice was soft, it cut through the night for how sure and firm it was. “I hate her. For what she did to Kylah and Kegan as children. For what she’s doing to them now.”

“I don’t know if I could hate someone I’ve never met, but I certainly don’t like her,” I agreed.

“She knows they’re good people,” Asami told me. “She’s appealing to their sense of morality to get them to do this for her. For all we know, Larkspur really is guilty, and she’s just trying to help him completely evade any consequences.”

“Could she really do that?” I asked. “She’s a faerie, and so’s he. They can’t lie.”

“Not outright,” Asami said. “But they’re masters of twisting the truth. Their tongues are made of silver.”

I swallowed hard.

“Whatever decision Kylah and Kegan make, we’ll honor it,” I said to Asami. “And if they choose to go with their morals, we’ll be there to help them, every step of the way, to defend them as best we can from all the Fae’s tricks.”

I knew it was the decision both Asami and I had lobbied for, going to Faerie to make sure an innocent man didn’t get punished and a murderer didn’t go free, not to mention we needed information about Phoenix. But to think it was a good decision was a mistake neither I nor Asami were going to make. It would be perilous, in a far more insidious way than going up against a bound ghost or a clan of vampires or even a chimera.

“I love her, Leo,” Asami said in a small voice. “I don’t want her to get hurt. Either of them.”

“I love her, too,” I answered, and I turned my head to kiss the top of Asami’s hair. “And we won’t. We’re their family. We’ll keep them safe.”

Just then, the door creaked open, and Kylah was silhouetted in the doorway by the light from the living area, which clicked off as, presumably, Kegan turned it off and went into his own room. Both Asami and I sat up as Kylah closed the door behind her and walked over to the bed

“So?” I asked. “What did you guys decide?”

“I’m not going to tell you just yet,” she answered as she shimmied off her jeans and removed her bra from under her tank top. “Kegan and I have made a choice, we think, but… we both want to sleep on it before we make it final and tell all of you. Is that okay?”

“That’s more than okay,” Asami assured her, and she scooted away from me so Kylah could cuddle up between us.

I put an arm around her while Asami rested her head on Kylah’s shoulder, and the blonde woman took one of our hands in each of hers as we cuddled under the blankets, united against the dark.

“Gods,” Kylah groaned softly a few minutes later, and she raised a hand to her face. “My mind won’t quiet.”

“We had the same problem,” I admitted to her. “We don’t have to sleep, if you don’t want to. We can talk instead.”

“What is there to talk about aside from Phoenix and Cassia?” Kylah asked with a sigh.

“Plenty of things.” I kissed the side of her head sympathetically. “Like how this is our first proper night in our new home. That’s pretty nice, isn’t it?”

“I do like this place,” Kylah admitted, and I saw a tiny smile play at the corner of her mouth as she gazed at me.

“It’s lovely,” Asami agreed, and she nuzzled into Kylah. “Lovelier for the people who live here.”

“You sap,” Kylah teased, but her tiny smile had become much less tiny now, and she turned her head to kiss Asami. Her hand squeezed mine tight, and I could only assume she was squeezing Asami’s just as hard, as if she was clinging to us like driftwood in a storm, anchoring herself to us.

Kylah pulled away from Asami after a moment and kissed me, too, long and slow, and when we parted, she looked steadier.

“Today was… difficult…” she said to us in the darkness. “I’m sorry.”

“Hey,” I murmured. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll figure it out.”

It was true our little group had never been quite this divided before, but we would pull through. We all knew there were more important things going on, and we all mattered to one another far too much to let one disagreement come between us.

“It’s never good to think about big things after midnight,” Asami added as she kissed Kylah’s knuckles gently. “Only ever leads to ruminating, or a doom-spiral.”

“Then let’s not think,” Kylah said and closed her eyes, but I could see she was still too wired to be sleepy.

“You know what,” Asami said coyly, and when I looked at her, her dark eyes were shining. “I think that’s an excellent idea.”

“Oh?” I smirked at the Japanese woman and caught her meaning almost at once.

“This is our first proper night here, like you said,” she told us, and she ducked her head to drop a kiss onto Kylah’s collar. “We should celebrate.”

“It would be a good way to stop thinking,” I agreed, and I kissed Kylah’s cheek, then her jawline, then her neck.

Asami and I shifted and each took a side, and we showered Kylah with kisses until her breaths turned into pants, and she had her hands tangled in our hair.

“You two--” she said. “You really don’t have to--”

“Hey,” I cut her off, and I raised my hand to her mouth and pressed my thumb to her lips. I rubbed it gently against her bottom lip, and I was delighted by how soft and full they were. “Don’t worry about us. We’re here for you, okay?”

“Just let us take care of you,” Asami added, and she placed a kiss on Kylah’s collarbone as she slid the shoulder strap of the blonde’s shirt down.

So Kylah did. She lifted up her arms, and Asami leaned up to remove the shirt entirely. She tossed it aside and began to fondle Kylah’s bare breasts, and the blonde’s skin practically glowed in the moonlight.

As Asami shifted to all fours over Kylah, I stayed at Kylah’s left side, let my hand tease along the waistband of her panties, and occasionally rubbed at her lightly over the thin cotton. Kylah bit her bottom lip in an attempt to stifle a small moan as Asami ran her tongue down Kylah’s chest and sealed her mouth around a nipple. At the same time, I finally slid my fingers under Kylah’s panties and began to touch her in earnest.

“Fuck,” she gasped quietly, and she turned to me with lust-darkened eyes. “Take off your clothes. Both of you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said with a grin and pulled away to strip off my t-shirt and shorts.

Asami did the same, and I couldn’t resist pulling her into my lap for a second, with her back to my front. We were on Kylah’s left side, lit by the moonlight from the huge window, and the blonde had a perfect view as I kissed Asami deeply over her shoulder and skated a hand down her abdomen to toy at her clit.

The Japanese woman gasped into my mouth and pulled away to shoot me a pretend look of warning.

“I thought we were supposed to be looking after Kylah,” she said, but from the way Kylah was biting her lip and palming her breasts, I didn’t think she minded.

Even so…

“Then put that tongue of yours to good use,” I teased Asami, and while keeping a firm grip on her hips, I encouraged her to lean forward until she was kneeling with her face right in front of Kylah’s pussy.

The blonde woman couldn’t help but squirm as she watched us both, and I grinned at her as I continued to circle Asami’s clit with my finger.

“You two…” Kylah said breathlessly, and she looked like she couldn’t decide whether to watch me or Asami, but the issue was settled when Asami used her fingers to part Kylah’s lips and gave a long, slow lick that made the blonde woman whimper.

“That sounds like good use to me,” I said approvingly to Asami, and I used my free hand to take hold of my cock and rub the head between her folds.

She shuddered against me, which meant she shuddered against Kylah, too, and both women moaned.

Kylah had let go of one of her breasts to put a hand in Asami’s hair, and she guided the dark-haired woman over her clit. I could tell Asami was enjoying it just as much as Kylah was, because when I finally pushed inside, she was so wet that there was barely any resistance.

“Ohhhh, Leo.” Asami ducked her head, and her back curled with satisfaction at the feel of me inside her.

I felt her squeeze around me, so hot and tight and perfect that it took me a second to get my bearings, to make sure I didn’t lose it right away.

I didn’t move for several moments, both for my own benefit and for Asami’s. She started pleasuring Kylah again and added fingers in time with her tongue, and once I understood the rhythm, I began to thrust into Asami at the same pace, which made her shudder and moan.

“Sami,” Kylah gasped, and I drank in the sight of her on the bed with Asami’s head between her legs. “Oh, god, you’re so good. You’re so good.”

“You, too, Kylah,” I told her. My voice was rough, and my breaths were coming in heavy pants in time with my thrusts. I could begin to feel Asami fluttering around me and knew she was close, so I eased off on her clit.

I knew the researcher wanted Kylah to come before she did.

And that didn’t look too far off, either. Kylah’s legs were beginning to twitch, and her breaths were short and huffed as she was pushed closer and closer toward release. I loved watching her like this, watching her mount higher and higher, chasing the peak, chasing that pleasure. She was practically grinding against Asami’s face, and the soft little squeaks escaping her mouth were mounting in pitch.

“I’m close,” she whined. “Sami, I’m so close, I--”

Kylah cut herself off with another moan, and I returned my attention to Asami by thrusting hard in time with my fingers over her clit. I managed to time it just right, and the two women tumbled over the edge at the same time. They clung to one another while moaning, and between that and the way Asami clenched around me, I had to fight the urge to go those last few thrusts so I could follow them into ecstasy.

But this was about Kylah. And I reckoned we could do a little more yet.

I slowly pulled out of Asami and took a moment to just watch the two of them as they came down from their highs. Asami combed a hand through Kylah’s blonde curls, brushing them back so she could kiss the blonde woman’s throat, and Kylah looked at me over Asami’s shoulder. I was still kneeling behind the researcher, and I slowly stroked my still hard cock slick with Asami’s juices.

“You didn’t finish?” Kylah asked as she eyed me with something akin to hunger.

“Not yet,” I said with a roguish smile, and I leaned down, braced my weight on one arm, and kissed Kylah with Asami between us.

The Japanese woman giggled and turned to look at me over her shoulder, and then she slid out from between Kylah and me to lie on her side next to the blonde woman but facing me.

“Seems unfair to leave him out, doesn’t it?” Asami cooed as she knelt behind Kylah and rested her head on the blonde woman’s shoulder.

I watched as she slid a hand over the inside of Kylah’s thigh, and the blonde woman parted her legs for me invitingly.

“Yeah?” I asked the blonde, and she practically whimpered.

“Please,” she said.

And who was I to refuse a request like that?

I pushed inside her easily. She was already so wet, and I couldn’t stop the moan that escaped me as I began to move inside her with those slow, deep thrusts I knew she loved. Asami watched us both with a rapt expression, and she rubbed at Kylah’s clit to help the blonde woman along. Kylah linked the fingers of her left hand with my right, and I pressed her hand back into the mattress while holding on tight. With her other hand, she caught Asami’s chin and pulled the dark-haired woman’s lips to her own for a desperate, sloppy kiss.

“Fuck, the pair of you,” I muttered at the sight of them.

In that moment, I couldn’t remember why we ever did anything other than this.

“You just did,” Asami said with a wry smile. She was rubbing Kylah more quickly now, and the blonde woman’s legs were twitching again.

Kylah pulled away from Asami’s mouth to let out a keening whine and threw her head back against the mattress.

“Shit, you both feel so good,” she moaned to us, and she had a look on her face that I knew meant everything was both too much and not enough. She was caught between oversensitivity and the overwhelming desire to orgasm again. “So, sooooo good.”

“So do you,” I said, and my voice was choked and hoarse. “I’m so close, I’m so fucking close.”

“Come for me,” Kylah begged as she clenched down around me. “Shit, I want to feel you. I want you to come with me.”

“Fuck, Kylah,” I groaned, and that was all I could manage before I thrust deep inside her one last time.

“Leo!” She spasmed around me as she came, and the sensation was so intense I saw stars scattering across my vision.

I shuddered as semen pulsed out of me and filled up her womb, and then I went limp and all but collapsed on top of the blonde woman.

For a long while, none of us said anything. I eventually found the strength to shift myself off Kylah, and I kissed her, slow and sated, before doing the same to Asami.

“I think we can consider this apartment christened,” Kylah said with a breathless laugh, and she watched me kiss the dark-haired woman in the patient, almost exploratory way I knew she loved. “I’m exhausted.”

“Good, so am I,” I chuckled.

Already, I could feel sleep beginning to tug at me, as well as a deep sensation of satisfaction. Not just from the sex, but from the fact that Asami and I had successfully helped Kylah take her mind off things, if only for a little while.

We cuddled up together under the blankets once again, with Kylah between Asami and me, and we drifted off to sleep almost at once. I awoke the next morning warm and a bit sweaty, both from the previous night’s activities and from the fact I’d slept naked. Kylah was still nestled between Asami and me, and I kissed her shoulder as I eased out of the bed. I then walked around to the other side to kiss Asami’s forehead before I headed to the bathroom for a shower.

They were both still asleep by the time I came out, no doubt exhausted from the emotional and physical toll yesterday had taken on all of us, so I went downstairs.

The kitchen took up about half of the space of the ground floor. The other half was a dining area which, unlike the kitchen, wasn’t walled off from the main living space, and Kegan was sitting at the dining table facing the enormous windows and sipping from a mug. On a tray in the center of the dining table were five more mugs, each of them a different shape, size, and color. When Kegan noticed me approaching, he picked up the one decorated with doodles of cooking utensils and passed it to me.

I accepted the mug from Kegan with a mumble of thanks, and the pair of us sat in silence sipping our coffee. Kegan had made this coffee just how I liked it, and I was a little impressed, because I couldn’t remember ever telling him how I liked my coffee. He must have paid silent attention.

A little while later, Carmen stumbled out of their room and shuffled over to the dining area. As Kegan passed her a bright orange mug that said ‘World’s Best Mechanic’ with a kiss, I began to wonder if the reason my sister had chosen one of the bedrooms on the lower level was so she and Kegan would be as far away from the master bedroom as possible, therefore minimizing the chances of anyone overhearing any ‘late night activities.’

With a jolt, I also realized that, between Artemis’ room being opposite my room, and her having werewolf hearing, she’d probably heard everything. I squirmed a little uncomfortably at the thought because Asami was her friend, and the amber-eyed woman probably hadn’t wanted to know what her friend sounded like when she orgasmed.

As if she’d been summoned by this thought, Artemis appeared, and Kegan passed her a dark blue mug with patterns of stars on it. I didn’t recognize that one, so it must have been one of Artemis’ to begin with.

“Did you, uh… sleep well?” I asked the werewolf woman lightly, after she’d taken a seat at the same and downed a few sips of her coffee.

“Oh, great!” she said with a grin. “That bed is seriously comfortable.”

“Good, I’m glad.” I smiled back at her. “And you weren’t, uh, kept up or anything? Kylah, Asami, and I were up kinda late, talking. I know you have sensitive ears--”

“Don’t worry about it,” Artemis assured me with a wave of her hand. “I sleep with earplugs in. The walls at my last place were way thinner than here.”

I couldn’t help the small breath of relief that pushed its way out of me, and when I saw Artemis eyeing me curiously, I hurried to take a sip of my coffee and avoided her gaze.

Kylah and Asami came down a few minutes later holding hands, and Kegan passed them the last two mugs, a green one with pink flowers for Kylah, and a dainty teacup for Asami. We all sat in silence for a while, but it was only a matter of time before we had to address the metaphorical elephant in the room.

“So,” Carmen finally said with a look at Kegan and Kylah, because she’d always been the more direct of us two. “What did you guys decide?”

Kylah breathed in a deep sigh. She looked at her brother, who shook his head, and she nodded.

“We decided… we’re going to do it,” the blonde woman announced. “We’re going to Faerie to speak with Cassia. We’ll help Larkspur if we can and get as much information about Phoenix as possible.”

I couldn’t deny the relief that flooded through me, even though I knew this would still be a dangerous mission.

“You guys sure?” I asked. “We don’t want to force you into anything you don’t want to do.”

“We’re sure,” Kegan said with a crisp nod.

“And believe me, this isn’t something I want to do,” Kylah added. “But we have to. It’s the only idea we have about Phoenix, short of going there, but I don’t want to even step foot in Arizona before we have a clearer idea about what’s going on there.”

“I’m with you on that one,” Carmen muttered. “So… what now? We go to Faerie-land?”

“I guess,” I said with a shrug.

“But how?” Artemis asked. “It’s not like driving to a different state. There are only a handful of gates to Faerie in the country, and their locations are kept very secret.”

“Then I suppose we need to uncover a secret,” Kylah answered.


Chapter 3

Faerie, home of the Fair Folk, wasn’t a physical location in the way our new apartment or the Capitol were physical locations. At least, that was what Asami told me while Kylah was in the shower and the researcher and I were getting dressed for our new mission.

“Kind of like the supernatural world itself, Faerie is sort of… layered on top of our world,” the Japanese woman explained.

I was keenly aware of just how different this was to missions we’d taken on before in locating missing people, vanquishing monsters, or a bit of both. This, by contrast, was an intel mission, and we were going up against some of the most malevolent tricksters in the world.

“So, Faerie is like an alternate dimension?” I asked as I pulled on a t-shirt. I looked at myself in the mirrored panels of the closet and was pleased to see my army-regulation short hair was starting to grow out a little.

“If you like,” Asami said with a shrug as she buttoned up her shirt and began tucking it into the waistband of her pants. “It’s a separate plane of existence, at any rate, meaning we can’t just drive there. We need to find a gate.”

“Which I’m assuming is easier said than done,” I said. “Have Kylah or Kegan ever mentioned anything like that? About going to Faerie?”

“Honestly, no.” Asami shook her head. “They never speak about their Fae heritage much, or anything related to it. It’s the source of a lot of pain for both of them, and I think they’ve been forcefully disconnected as much as they’ve wanted to distance themselves from it.”

“That’s sad,” I remarked with a frown. “Carmen and I… we’ve been disconnected from our heritage, but… we never did it deliberately.”

I wondered if it was easier to sever the ties yourself than to have them severed without asking, to have some illusion of control over your isolation.

At that moment, the door to the bathroom opened, and Kylah stepped out wrapped in a towel. She hurriedly got dressed, towel-dried her hair, and paused to kiss Asami and I each on the cheek before she darted out.

“You alright?” I called after the blonde woman.

“I had an idea in the shower!” she called back to me, and I heard the creak of the stairs. “Kegan!”

Asami and I followed Kylah out and stood on the mezzanine. On the lower level, Kylah approached her brother with an unmistakable sense of purpose.

“I think I know who we can talk to about this,” she said, and Kegan nodded, evidently already on the same wavelength. “But I don’t have his number, or his address.”

“Me, neither,” the blond man said to his sister. “But we know someone who does. I could go ask, maybe? He does sort of owe us a favor.”

“True,” Kylah said while nodding thoughtfully. “Do you want me to come with?”

“Oh, no,” Kegan said as Asami and I descended the stairs, and one glance at the researcher’s face told me she was as lost as I was about the Campbells’ conversation. “I can’t imagine there’ll be any trouble.”

“If this is about our mission to find a gate to Faerie, we shouldn’t do any part of it alone,” I said to Kegan. “Even if it seems innocuous. We should play every part of this as safely as we can.”

“Leo’s right,” Kylah agreed. “In fact, take him with you!”

“Take me where?” I asked.

“I’m going to see Ralph,” Kegan said as he met my gaze. “He might be able to help.”

“Ralph?” I asked. “Isn’t he still in Canada with his sister?”

Ralph Chander owned Alpha Fitness, a gym that catered to magicals. He himself was a werewolf, and his husband Conleth was a phoenix who used his social worker certification to forge human documentation for supernaturals. Ralph was friendly, as well as one of the largest men I’d ever met. I didn’t want to get on his bad side, but seeing as we’d helped rescue his niece from a chimera a few weeks ago, I doubted that was going to happen any time soon.

“He might be, but it’s worth checking,” Kylah said. “He knows people all over the LA area. If we want a faerie who can lead us to a gate, he’s our best bet to find one.”

“Alright,” I said, though I didn’t bother to hide my skepticism. “I’ll come with. I doubt it’ll be dangerous, but I’d like to say hi, see how he’s doing.”

“Oh, ask after Helen, too,” Asami added. “She seemed like a sweet girl.”

“Will do,” I said as I pressed a kiss to the top of her head, and Kegan grabbed his coat. Then I shrugged on my own jacket, and we headed out.

It was the middle of the day, and Alpha Fitness’ hours were eight p.m. to eight a.m., so I wasn’t entirely sure how we were going to speak to Ralph. For all we knew, this was the middle of his night, and he’d be asleep. But once again I rationalized we would cross that bridge when we came to it.

“So, I take it fairy circles aren’t actually gates to Faerie, then?” I asked Kegan as we walked down the street. I’d never really had to think about gates or entrances to Faerie before, but growing up I’d been told that fairy circles were the way to do it. Not that I’d believed it, of course, but I’d still refrained from stepping inside them.

“Not exactly,” Kegan said with a laugh. “But they do have power, and they’re often close to gates. A fairy circle is a tree grave, a ring of mushrooms where the stump used to be. It’s a sacred place with potent magic, and if you stand in one, you risk grabbing the attention of the fae who laid it there.”

“And what happens if you get their attention?”

“They’d probably capture you, assuming you didn’t end up trapped of your own accord,” the blond man answered with a shrug. “You’d step in, and a moment later you’d step out to find that hours, or weeks, or even years had passed in what, to you, felt like a couple seconds. Time slips where dimensions meet.”

“Yeah, that doesn’t sound like a good way to get to Faerie,” I admitted. “But if they have a connection to the fae who laid them, there must be some kind of… window.”

“Window is likely the best word for it,” Kegan said. “Sometimes humans will see flashes of Faerie. It’s layered over this world, right? So, if you stand in a circle, you might be able to see what’s happening in the same physical location, only in Faerie. The Fair Folk sometimes use circles to magnify their own power when they’re in this world.”

“I guess that makes sense,” I said with a nod. “But what about real gates? Is finding circles a good way to locate them?”

“Not necessarily. Sometimes circles are just circles, rings of mushrooms where a tree stump died. Actual gates are… I guess larger. Even humans can kind of tell where they are. Nature feels more… present. Near very old trees or large swamps. Where the natural world still has control. The last vestiges where humanity hesitates to tread. Where the Old Gods might still reign.”

I couldn’t help the slight shiver that ran down my spine at Kegan’s words.

“Old Gods?” I asked him.

“Nature,” he answered. “Mother Earth. The rivers, the mountains, the forests. No one quite agrees where the Fair Folk came from, if they were born from nature, from fallen angels, from ancient gods. But their power is from the earth.”

“So, the gates are where that power is still strong?”

“Exactly.” Kegan nodded. “The United Kingdom has a lot of gates-- relative to its size, especially in Scotland and Ireland. There’s a big one in Arcadia, in Greece, too.”

“What about the US?”

“Not sure,” Kegan admitted. “That’s the problem. Kylah and I know there are some here. Ish. But we don’t know exactly where. We were never part of the Fair Folk properly, so we’ve never been to Faerie ourselves-- not that we can remember, anyway.”

“I guess the margin for error on a portal to another dimension isn’t very big, huh?” I asked, and the blond man chuckled ruefully.

“No, it is not.”

We arrived at Alpha Fitness a little while later, and neither of us were surprised to see the doors were locked, and the lights were off.

“Well, shit,” I sighed. “What now?”

“Conleth has an office at the… community center,” Kegan suggested. “With the werewolves.”

I groaned. That was all the way on the other side of town, but it seemed we were without any other options.

“Come on then, I guess,” I muttered.

We’d only walked a little further down the street, though, when a familiarly huge figure came into view.

“Well, shit,” I remarked, and I tapped Kegan’s arm with the back of my hand. “Look over there.”

“Leo?” Ralph said, and he raised a hand to shield his eyes as he squinted at us. “Kegan?”

“Ralph!” I called out and waved to him, and the werewolf glanced both ways before jogging across the street to where we were standing. “What are you doing here?”

“What do you mean? This is my business.” Ralph gestured to the gym behind us. “What are you guys doing here? It’s outside of opening hours.”

“We’re looking for you, actually,” Kegan said. “When did you get back from Canada?”

“Only two days ago,” Ralph answered. “It was nice to get away for a bit, but California is my home, and Conleth’s. Of course, the fridge was completely empty.”

He held up the paper grocery bags in his arms, filled almost to bursting. I supposed werewolves, especially a werewolf Ralph’s size, would have to eat a lot.

“And Helen?” I asked as I remembered what Asami had said. “She’s doing okay?”

“She was a bit shaken by the whole ordeal,” Ralph admitted. “But she’s a strong kid. I have every confidence she’ll be just fine. Thanks, of course, to your team.”

He smiled broadly at Kegan and me, and we couldn’t help but smile back, despite our preoccupation.

“So,” Ralph then continued. “What did you two want from me?”

“Jamison Hawthorn’s phone number,” Kegan said point-blank.

I stared at the blond man, and even Ralph couldn’t stop his eyebrows from raising.

“Oh?” he asked. “I didn’t have him pegged for your type. And I’m fairly sure you aren’t his.”

“He’s not,” Kegan said, and a red flush began to appear on his pale skin at Ralph’s assumption. “Uh, I’m sure he’s great. But, uh, no. We need his help with something faerie related.”

At that, Ralph’s expression turned from amused to stern.

“I’ll warn you against dragging him into something,” he said. “I have a lot of respect for you, all of you, but Jammy suffered a lot because of the Fae. They abandoned him and everyone like him to suffer at the hands of Scratch. Didn’t lift a finger.”

“Believe me, I know,” Kegan said with a frown, and I suspected the blond man was remembering his own less-than-favorable experiences with faeries.

“And we were the ones who did lift a finger to rescue him,” I reminded Ralph. “I promise, we’re not going to put him in any danger. We just need some information.”

“When it comes to the Fae, information is as dangerous as action,” the werewolf man told us. “But I’m not Jammy’s father. He’s a grown man. I’d just… like if you were gentle with him. He’s still quite shaken by what happened to him.”

“I understand,” Kegan said. “Kylah and I would never put him in danger. She saw the cell he was being held in with her own eyes. So did Leo.”

Ralph looked at us both for a long moment like he was sizing us up. I was reminded of the first time I’d met him, in the lower level of Alpha Fitness, and he’d challenged me to a fight in return for information on Jamison’s disappearance.

“Well, I trust you both,” he said at last. “And I heard about the great service you did to my own community last week. I’m just sorry I wasn’t there to vouch for you myself. I trust Selene wasn’t too strict?”

“She’s a formidable woman,” I said. “But I think we’re in her good graces.”

“Good.” Ralph nodded. “Alright, then, I’ll give you Jammy’s number. Just promise to keep him safe.”

“Of course,” Kegan said. “You have my word.”

“And mine,” I added.

Ralph pulled out his phone and thumbed through his contacts, and then he showed the screen to Kegan and me. The blond man plugged the number into his own phone, and we both thanked Ralph before we went our separate ways.

“You don’t think asking Jamison for information on a gate will put him at risk, do you?” I asked Kegan once we were about three blocks away, and Ralph was definitely out of earshot.

“It’s treason for a faerie to reveal a gate’s location to a non-faerie,” Kegan said. “There’s debate as to whether half-fae count or not. But Jamison will be a half-fae telling another half-fae. So he should be safe.”

“Plus, you don’t have to say who told you,” I added. “Half-fae can lie, if it comes to it.”

I could see on Kegan’s face that he felt uneasy at the prospect of telling a bald-faced lie to a faerie, but he had to know I was right. We’d given Ralph our word to keep Jamison safe, and that took precedence.

Assuming Jamison even knew where a gate was to begin with.

“Has Jamison ever been to Faerie?” I then asked. “How can we know he’ll have a gate’s location?”

“He’s pretty active in political circles,” Kegan said. “Kylah told me what Amaryllis said about him, he’s one of the people who believes the natural end-point of magic is complete integration with humanity. So, understandably, he’s quite popular among half-fae. I’m sure one of the Fair Folk will have brought him to Faerie at some point, to speak with him, or try to charge him with blasphemy.”

“Blasphemy?”

“Against the King or Queen of Faerie,” Kegan clarified.

The more I learned about the rulers of Faerie, the less I liked them, strangely enough. I already knew the Fae were prone to taking everything in the worst possible way, looking for slights and insults even where there were none, but it seemed the King and Queen were even more obsessive.

“Well, seeing as he’s still alive, he must have managed to talk his way out of whatever trouble he landed in,” I said, and I gestured to Kegan’s phone. “Call him.”

The blond man nodded and dialed. He put the phone on speaker mode. and we listened to the ringtone for a few seconds before someone picked up.

“Hello?” The voice that answered was dubious.

“Jamison Hawthorn?” Kegan asked.

“Speaking. Who are you?”

“Kegan Campbell-- well, Kegan Cassia,” the blond man answered, and I saw how he cringed at the use of his mother’s name. He hadn’t used the ‘mac’ interjection that meant ‘son of,’ but it was obvious this was what the name meant. By that logic, I supposed Jamison’s fae parent had been a faerie called Hawthorn. “Ralph Chander gave us your number. I believe you’ve met my sister, Kylah.”

“Oh, thank god,” Jamison said, with audible relief. “I thought you were another damn scammer. And yes, I have met your sister. I owe her and her team quite a debt.”

“Funny you should mention that,” Kegan said. “Because we’d like to call in that debt. We need a small favor.”

There was a long pause on the other end of the line. I wondered for a moment if Jamison had hung up, but when I glanced at Kegan’s phone, I could still see the timer for the call.

“What kind of favor?” Jamison asked at last.

“We’re looking for a gate to Faerie,” Kegan said with an uncomfortable look toward me. “And we thought you might know where one is.”

“I… see.” Jamison’s voice became wary again, and Kegan and I exchanged a concerned look. “Do you have an address we can meet at? To discuss this in person?”

“Uh… sure?” Kegan answered with another look at me. His expression this time was questioning, and I knew he was asking if we could trust Jamison.

More specifically, if we could trust him with our address. Our real location, our new home.

We’d saved that man from certain death, though. And Jamison was someone who’d been vocal about his opinions, who was trying to stir up a movement within the magical community to celebrate the differences between magic and humanity, to see them as two sides of the same coin instead of innate enemies.

Jamison would want Phoenix to be stopped. And he would want to avoid a miscarriage of justice within the Fae Courts. Of this much, at least, I was sure.

So I nodded.

Kegan gave Jamison the address, and Jamison agreed to meet us there later that afternoon. We said our goodbyes, and then Kegan hung up.

“Well,” he said to me as he tucked his phone back in his pocket, “I hope we’re ready for this. The Fair Folk aren’t to be messed with, and we’re messing with them.”

“Just as well Jamison isn’t afraid to mess with them, either, then,” I chuckled and patted Kegan’s arm in reassurance. “Relax. We’ve got this.”

“And I thought Carmen was the one who was too confident for her own good,” the blond man said in an amused tone.

I punched his arm in mock offense, and we headed back in the direction of the new apartment.

When we got back, not much had happened, but then we hadn’t been gone for very long. Kylah, Carmen, and Asami were, of course, all very eager to know what had happened, but Artemis hung back a little while looking slightly uncomfortable.

“Jamison will arrive later in the afternoon, and we can hash out a clearer plan then, once we have the location of the gate,” I said.

Kylah nodded and looked serious, and Asami glanced first at her, then at me, with a clearly concerned expression. Honestly, I was a little worried too, because I’d already seen from both the Campbells that this mission was going to dredge up a lot of old, ugly, uncomfortable feelings.

Thankfully, Asami and Carmen were both there to look after Kylah and Kegan respectively, while I checked in on Artemis, who seemed to have similar reservations. I followed her up the stairs back into her room and found her sitting on the raised platform assembling her telescope.

“Hey,” I said, and she looked up, though I knew she must have heard me coming. “Are you alright?”

“Fine,” she answered in a tone that made it clear she was most definitely not fine. She irritably brushed some braids back over her shoulder and hid the sections at the end that were the same amber color as her eyes.

“Come on,” I said in an encouraging tone. “You’re part of Team Rivera now, right? That means we talk when something’s bugging us.”

“I just…” Artemis started and then sighed. “I just don’t think we should be dealing with the Fae. They’re unpredictable. And on top of that, we’re dealing with Kylah and Kegan’s mother. She’s their mother, and she just abandoned them! I don’t trust anyone who could do that to their child.”

“Oh, neither do I,” I said. “But we’re not trusting her. Or the Fae. We’re trading with them. Aid for aid. Information for information.”

“But the Fae lie,” Artemis said emphatically. “They might not be able to tell outright untruths or whatever, but they do lie. Twist things around until you don’t even know what’s right or wrong anymore. I don’t like it.”

“Neither do I,” I repeated. “But this is the best option we have right now.”

“I like fights where everything is clear,” she grumbled. “Where I know who my opponent is. Fights out on the battlefield, plain and simple. Not this… underhanded espionage shit.”

“But that’s what the group in Phoenix is doing,” I reminded her gently. “The Order have tried out-in-the-open fighting. So have other magicals. And it’s not working. People are missing-- dead or worse. We need to look at other angles, other options. We need this… underhanded espionage shit.”

“God.” Artemis made a face and scrunched up her nose at me. “I forgot just how good you are at pitching your team’s plans.”

“It helps that they’re good plans,” I said with a laugh.

“I guess I can’t fault you on that one.” She smiled ruefully. “Even though I still fucking hate the Fae. Tricksy bastards.”

“No one in this apartment would disagree with that,” I snorted. “But we agreed it would be Kylah and Kegan’s decision. They’re our teammates, so we’re going to follow them. You don’t have to come along if you don’t want to--”

“No, no,” the werewolf woman cut me off. “I signed up to be part of your team. You guys helped save my community from a madman. No way I’m not gonna help you in return, even if I don’t like it.”

“If I’m being honest, I don’t much like it, either,” I admitted. “But I like the idea of a murderer going free even less.”

“Someone who would carelessly murder a faerie is not someone to be crossed,” Artemis agreed in a foreboding voice. Then she paused before she continued. “Kylah and Kegan’s brother, Larkspur… do you think he did it?”

“I have no idea,” I said honestly. “I haven’t even met the guy. Or Cassia. I have no idea what kind of man he is.”

“Well, that’s your first mistake,” Artemis said. “He’s not a man. He’s a faerie.”

She was right on that one. The Fae may have looked roughly humanoid, but they weren’t. Unlike werewolves and vampires and even ghosts, who’d once been human or were very close, faeries were another thing entirely. We couldn’t assume they would function by human morality-- which was extremely variable, anyway-- because we already knew they didn’t.

And wasn’t that the first thing Asami and Kylah had taught Carmen and me? Don’t assume anything when it comes to faeries.

“Pip!” Carmen’s voice yelled from downstairs. “He’s here!”

Artemis and I exchanged a look, and then we headed down as Kegan let Jamison Hawthorn into the apartment.

He still had the same nut-brown skin and snow-white hair as when I’d seen him last, in the makeshift dungeon under Sullivan Scratch’s home, but that was really where the similarities ended. The young man then had been emaciated, slightly dazed, with a sallow look to his skin and a dull look in his vividly blue eyes. The man who sat himself down on our couch was practically a different person altogether. It helped that he was dressed in an eclectic outfit of many different colors and patterns, somewhere between bohemian and circus-performer, instead of the drab rags we’d found him in. But more than that, he was healthy, with color in his cheeks and a wide smile on his face that got wider when he saw me.

“I recognize you!” he said cheerfully. His eyes seemed even more blue now that he was out of Scratch’s dungeon. “Another one of my saviors. I never did thank you properly-- I never even got your name!”

“Call me Leo,” I said as I stuck out my hand, and Jamison clasped it between both his own and shook generously. “And it was really no bother.”

“Scratch was a pretty big bother to the half-fae community, so I disagree,” Jamison chuckled, and although his expression was a little strained when he mentioned the vampire’s name, his eyes were determined. “Now, Kegan said you needed a favor.”

He had a certain infectious energy, and I found myself wanting to smile whenever I looked at him. I wondered if that was natural charisma or if his magical affinity was based in emotions.

“We do,” Kegan said.

He and Artemis were the only ones who’d remained standing while Jamison, Carmen, Asami, Kylah, and myself all sat down. I was sitting on the couch opposite Jamison with Carmen on my left and Asami on my right, but Kylah was sitting next to Jamison with a nervous look on her face, like she felt guilty asking this favor of someone who’d already suffered so much.

“The gate,” Jamison said with a nod. “You’re looking for a gate into Faerie. May I ask why?”

“We’ve received an… unofficial summons,” Kylah explained. “A faerie in the Seelie Court has been charged with murdering another noble. He insists he’s innocent, and believes Kegan and I, as… investigators… can help prove it.”

“Murder within the Seelie Court?” Jamison said, and his cheerful expression turned grave. More than this, though, something in his expression was knowing. “You’d be safer in a den of snakes.”

“We know,” Kegan said. “But we’ve made our decision.”

“Well, far be it from me to criticize you guys,” Jamison said as he glanced between the two other half-fae. “Our community has heard about your exploits. You’ve aided the werewolves, you’re picking up where the Order leaves off-- or refuses to tread altogether. I would gladly help you. But you have to know the dangers that come with knowing the location of a gate.”

“We know it’s treason for a faerie to reveal its location to a non-faerie,” I said. “So, if you just tell Kylah or Kegan, the penalty would fall on their heads when they show us.”

“More than that,” Jamison pressed. “There are different laws in Faerie. Around gates, time can… slip. Rules bend. Others break. It’s perilous. There’s a reason people used to hide from the Fair Folk, in the days before the veil.”

“We know,” Asami told him earnestly. “But those are risks we’re willing to take. We haven’t made these choices lightly.”

“Very well.” Jamison shrugged. “But you should know the perils will be even greater for humans-- and werewolves-- than half-fae.”

He cast a glance over at Artemis, and I exchanged a mildly confused look with her.

“I thought half-faeries were the ones in danger,” I said. “The Fae don’t like their blood being… diluted.”

“They don’t, but even a half-blood has the right to enter Faerie,” Jamison said. “A non-fae? Entering uninvited? Being escorted by half-faeries is barely acceptable. You will not be well-received. The Queen will be… displeased. She will demand compensation.”

“Then we’ll pay it,” I said. “Thank you for your warnings, Jamison, truly. But we know what we’re doing, and we can’t be dissuaded.”

Jamison nodded, and we took that as our signal. Asami, Carmen, Artemis, and I all stood and moved away from Jamison, and Kegan sat down on his other side. Artemis plugged her ears and hummed loudly to limit her werewolf senses from overhearing the gate’s location directly from Jamison, but she stopped abruptly when Kylah leaped to her feet.

“What?” the blonde cried out, and she turned to look at all of us as her face paled.

“What is it?” I asked, and Asami and I rushed toward her.

“The location of the gate,” Kylah said. “It’s… it’s by Pandemonium.”


Chapter 4

Pandemonium. The magical nightclub owned by Amaryllis. The place where Carmen, Asami, Kylah, and I had met with her and asked for information on missing half-fae like Jamison. It was also the place where Amaryllis had revealed her involvement with Scratch’s operation and tried to have us all killed.

“You can’t be serious,” I said to Jamison flatly.

“I know,” he said, and he seemed to wilt slightly, as if he was a plant, under my eyes. “But there’s a reason Amaryllis chose to build her establishment there. She wanted to be close to a gate, so she could spend more time in Faerie.”

“You mean so she could spend more time evading consequences for her actions,” Carmen scoffed. “The only people who know about her guilt are half-faeries and other magicals. Creatures who can lie. The Seelie Court would never believe the allegations against her if she was always conveniently absent whenever a half-faerie went missing!”

“Even if they did, they’d probably never convict her,” Kegan said with a scowl.

“I know,” Jamison said again. “It’s… unfortunate. But Amaryllis is no longer there. No one’s seen her for months. We think she fled back to Faerie to… well, evade the consequences of her actions.”

“So, what? Pandemonium is sitting there, abandoned?” I asked.

I had to admit I felt a lot less worried about returning there if Amaryllis and her lackeys had vacated the premises.

“Not exactly,” Jamison told me with a wince before he continued. “It’s under new management.”

“New management?” my sister asked as she crossed her arms over her chest. “Another Seelie noble?”

“A vampire, actually,” Jamison answered. “Celeste Malachi. She’s very well-respected within the community, and I’ve never heard anything about her being a daywalker, or having a vendetta against half-faeries or humans.”

“Oh.” Carmen deflated a little at Jamison’s answer. “But… why would a vampire want a club right next to a gate if not for easy access to faeries?”

“No one outside the Fae community would know about the gate’s location,” Jamison said. “Only three other half-faeries in the area know about it, aside from me. Well… five more, now that we’re counting Kylah and Kegan. And I know them all well. They wouldn’t dare share that information. The penalty is… well, you know.”

“So why would a vampire want Pandemonium?” I asked.

“Because it’s a very successful business.” The blue-eyed man shrugged. “It’s by far the most popular club in the area. You’ve seen it, haven’t you?”

Yeah, it had been pretty spectacular, and I hadn’t even seen much of it. But still, the idea that it had been the location for dozens of kidnappings didn’t sit well with me. I didn’t quite understand how Jamison could talk about the place where he got kidnapped so… blithely.

“I know humans may find it difficult to understand,” Jamison said when he saw my expression. “But there are painfully few spaces for magicals in the world these days. Fewer still for part-magicals, like half-faeries. Pandemonium was presented as a truly accepting place, where everyone would be welcomed. Madam Malachi seems committed to repairing that reputation.”

“So you can guarantee Pandemonium is safe?” I asked.

“I might not be a full-blooded faerie, but I’m not in the habit of lying,” Jamison said, and he met my gaze determinedly. “I admit, it will be a while before I feel comfortable returning there in a… social capacity. But it’s where the gate is. You won’t even have to enter the building itself.”

That, at least, was a comfort.

“You’ve taken great personal risk, coming here,” Kegan said to Jamison. “And telling us where to find the gate. We know you wouldn’t lie to us.”

“People like you and I have enough enemies as it is, without making more out of one another.” Jamison flashed the blond half-fae a rueful smile, and he stood from the couch. “I hope you both find what you’re looking for. And that it doesn’t find you first.”

I suspected that was a real danger, when it came to the land of the Fae.

We all bade Jamison goodbye, and he made Kylah and Kegan promise to get in touch when we returned, so he’d know we were safe. He also offered to come with and potentially help, but we politely refused. For one thing, we didn’t want him anywhere near Pandemonium when he was still recovering from a trauma. For another, I’d promised Ralph we would keep Jamison out of danger, and bringing him to the Seelie Court was definitely bringing him into danger.

“Pandemonium,” Kegan said when he closed the front door behind Jamison. “I can’t believe the gate is there.”

“I’ll admit, before the whole ‘people trying to kill us’ thing, it was a pretty cool club,” Carmen said. “Maybe when this Malachi woman reopens it, we should check it out.”

“Monkey,” I said in a warning tone. “This woman’s a vampire. Amaryllis was working with Scratch, this could just be her new business partner.”

“I don’t know about that,” Artemis interjected. “I’ve heard the name Malachi. Selene has spoken with her a couple times. They seem to respect one another. That’s rare for werewolves and vampires.”

Admittedly, that was a pretty convincing point in Celeste Malachi’s favor, but it didn’t mean I was going to go strutting into Pandemonium tonight looking to party.

If nothing else, because we would hopefully be in Faerie by then.

“Either way, it’s a problem for when we get back,” Kylah said. “If this Malachi woman is a vampire, she won’t be out and about during daylight, and we need to get to the gate as soon as possible anyway.”

“All the more reason for us to move quickly,” I agreed. “What sort of stuff should we bring?”

“Honestly?” Kylah sighed. “It’s probably best to bring nothing at all.”

“Nothing?” Carmen asked and raised an eyebrow. “Not even like, clean underwear? A toothbrush?”

“Nothing,” Kegan confirmed, and he planted a kiss on the top of my sister’s head. “Kylah and I will be guests of the Seelie Court, they’ll be obliged to provide us and our… consorts… with whatever we need.”

“Consorts?” my sister repeated with a smirk, and Kegan flushed.

I couldn’t help but snicker.

“Of course, ‘guests’ is a pretty broad definition,” Kylah added. “Kegan and I will have arrived uninvited, but because we’re children of a noble, the laws of the Court will demand that we are housed, clothed, and fed. We’ll likely be put under some kind of guard, though. Like a house arrest.”

“And I guess it wouldn’t be a good idea to try to bring weapons into a Faerie Court,” I said, and Kylah, Asami, and Kegan all looked at me with alarm.

“Definitely not,” Asami said emphatically. “Even if they weren’t cold iron, that could be grounds for execution for a faerie, never mind a human.”

Well, I didn’t want to be executed, but walking into a lion’s den unarmed also didn’t sit right with me. If shit hit the fan in Faerie, I guess I was just going to have to improvise.

“Should we just operate under the assumption the entire Court will be looking for any excuse to execute us?” Artemis asked flatly.

“Honestly… yeah,” Kylah admitted with a wince. “Kegan and I get a slight pass, because our faerie parent is a noble, but we’re still half-human, so it’s not much better.”

“It’s a grave offense to spill faerie blood, especially noble faerie blood,” Kegan explained. “The rule when that blood is from a half-faerie is a bit… murkier, so all in all, it’s best if we tread carefully.”

“Considering the gate is behind Pandemonium, treading carefully sounds like an excellent idea.” I nodded. “And if there’s nothing we need to bring, should we just leave now?”

“Leave anything precious,” Kylah said, as if she’d suddenly remembered something. “Anything you don’t want lost. You can lose things when you go between worlds, and faeries like shiny trinkets, especially if they have lots of sentimental value.”

With this in mind, we all removed our phones from our pockets, since none of us could really afford to replace them. Who even knew if we’d get service in Faerie anyway? I also removed my dog tags, Carmen took off the necklace I’d given her for her eighteenth birthday, and Artemis removed her earrings. In fact, everyone removed all of their jewelry, except Asami, who kept her nose stud.

“It’s just a cubic zirconia or whatever,” she explained as she touched the tiny gemstone self-consciously with the tip of her pinkie finger. “And the piercing will close if I take it out for longer than a few hours. I’d have to get it repierced.”

“Ew,” Carmen said, and she wrinkled her own nose. “No thanks.”

“Is that everything?” Kylah asked, and we all nodded.

We checked all the windows were locked and then walked out of the apartment. There was a lockbox attached to the wall, right below the doorbell, and I locked the front door before shoving the key into it and spinning the combination lock dials. The code, as detailed in the note Renée had given us with the apartment’s address, was the year the Order had been founded: 1446. Vaguely, I wondered if we should get that changed, in case any Eyes came along in need of a safehouse and didn’t know that, officially, this one had fallen off the books.

But that was, as Kylah said about Pandemonium, a problem for when we got back.

The safehouse, probably by design, was pretty close to the heart of LA’s magical community, which threaded throughout the human city. It wasn’t long before we got to the docks, but the familiar looming building that had been Amaryllis’ hunting ground didn’t look nearly so intimidating-- or nearly so enticing-- in the daylight. Without the huge neon signage, the colorfully-lit windows, or the thumping music, the painted-black bricks just looked kind of lonely.

“Rule number one of clubbing, you never want to see it in the daylight,” my sister remarked with a grimace. “Not the club, not the dancefloor, not the guy you end up kissing.”

“It’s a much safer bet to kiss girls on the dancefloor,” Asami said with a wink toward Carmen, who snickered.

“I used to come here,” Artemis then said with a frown. “I knew it was owned by a faerie, but… so many half-fae came here, I figured she was okay.”

“She spent years building up a reputation as a safe haven for half-faeries,” Kylah said, and there was an unmistakable anger in her tone. “One of the few full-blooded fae who accepted half-bloods, didn’t see us as abominations or somehow lesser, didn’t blame us for the accident of our birth. And it was all a trick to lead us like lambs to the slaughter.”

Asami and I each reached out to the blonde woman. I put a hand on her shoulder while Asami wrapped her arms around Kylah’s elbow and hugged her side.

“We’ll get her, one day,” I promised. “We’ll make her pay for the harm she caused. She won’t evade the consequences forever.”

Kylah raised her free hand to clasp the one I’d laid on her shoulder, but she didn’t look away from the building with its sleek black bricks and empty windows.

“Do you think that Malachi woman is telling the truth?” she asked me quietly.

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I haven’t met her. But I try not to let my past misfortunes color my judgment of new people. Just because Amaryllis was in this to harm half-fae doesn’t mean this new woman is. Jamison said he’s never heard anything about her being a daywalker, after all.”

“And if it turns out she is a liar, like Amaryllis, we’ll deal with her, too,” Asami said firmly. “Now, come on. We have a different task at hand for now.”

“Right,” Kylah said, and her voice was a little unsteady, but her expression was firm as we walked forward.

There was a narrow alleyway between Pandemonium and the next building, primarily lined with large dumpsters. Some of them were normal, and all of them were empty, but a couple had faint traces of magic around them.

We’d realized a while back that my magical affinity and Carmen’s was probably slightly related to how deprived we’d been of magic as kids, because our parents died before they’d been able to tell us about the magical world. Carmen could sense energies, not just magical ones, but danger, bad vibes, things like that. I could magnify magic, which made it easier for me to see auras-- magical signatures, like fingerprints-- and traces of magic in general.

“What’s up with that?” I asked, and I gestured to the dumpsters with magic around them.

“Supernatural creatures have garbage, too,” Artemis said with a shrug. “Whatever was in there must have been explicitly magical, instead of like… regular trash. Now, where’s this gate?”

“Actually, Leo, we could probably use your sense of magic for this one,” Kylah said. “Kegan and I might be fae, but we can’t pick out magic as accurately as you.”

I shuffled past first Carmen, then Artemis, which was a bit of a struggle because the alley really was narrow, to stand right behind Kylah. Rather than pass her, too, I reached out and put my hand on her shoulder again, and I willed my magical power to boost hers. I had the strength, but she was the one who knew what we were looking for, so I let her guide us.

I heard her soft gasp as the power surged through her, and I swore I could briefly see her faerie markings, the strange patterns that swirled over her skin but were only visible in ultraviolet light. We walked forward like that, with my hand on Kylah’s shoulder, until we came into the yard behind the club. The smoking area, dotted with picnic benches all painted black and strung with fairy lights, was fenced off, and we were in a scrubby piece of land boxed in by various other buildings’ yards.

“There,” Kylah said, and she pointed to a rusty, wrought-iron gate in the middle of the area.

There was no fence on either side of the gate, it just stood alone in the center, but I could feel the magic coming off it. It was one of the most powerful magical signatures I’d ever felt, probably second only to the chimera.

“So that’s a faerie gate,” my sister mused, and I glanced back to see her standing at Kegan’s side and holding his hand. She looked a little wary as she met my eyes. “I can feel its power. And its danger.”

“How does it work?” I asked Kylah as I lowered my hand from her shoulder and came to stand beside her.

“A faerie gate can be opened by anyone,” the blonde woman explained. “But only someone of faerie blood can ensure it will lead to Faerie-- and that the gate will close behind them.”

“Close?” Carmen asked in a dubious tone that usually meant she knew something fucked-up was coming.

“If a human walked through this gate, there’s a small chance they’d be transported to Faerie,” Kegan told her. “But even if they weren’t, the gate would be left open behind them, and malevolent creatures could sneak through, into this world.”

“So, Kylah should go through first, and Kegan should go through last, then,” Artemis said. “And the rest of us shouldn’t touch it as we walk through. Would that work?”

“That matches every book I’ve read on the subject,” Asami said with a shrug. “But my Old Fae is a bit rusty, so I might’ve missed something.”

“You can read Old Fae?” Artemis asked her, and her amber eyes went wide.

“Not well,” the Japanese woman said. “But a little.”

“And by ‘not well’ she probably means she’s only ninety-five percent fluent,” Carmen said with a snort.

I was pleased to see Asami flush a little, and I ducked to kiss her cheek.

“Regardless, I think Artemis’ suggestion is the best one we have,” Kylah said with a proud look at Asami. “You guys ready?”

“About as ready as I’ll ever be,” I said with a laugh and a look over at Carmen, who nodded firmly.

We all stood in a line behind Kylah, with Kegan at the back. I was right behind the blonde woman, so I could see clearly as she carefully laid both of her hands on the closed metal gate. I swore the scrubby vegetation half-twisted around the bars at its base, shrank away slightly, as if they were clearing the way for her.

“Mother,” Kylah said in an undertone, and somehow I knew she wasn’t referring to Cassia. “Guide my hand, guide my feet. Show me your domain. Permit me to enter.”

Kylah then slowly pushed the gate open, and I watched as she stepped forward.

She didn’t vanish, exactly, but it was like reality rippled around her and Kylah was bending and warping it like a thin sheet. I was reminded of how the mirrors had looked when the Campbells first introduced Carmen and I to the concept of magic. This was another kind of magical travel, so perhaps it made sense they were similar.

The blonde woman turned back to face me and waved me on. I moved forward, careful not to touch either of the gate’s posts as I passed, though I couldn’t stop myself from reaching back and taking hold of Asami’s hand. I glanced back to see the Japanese woman had done the same by taking Artemis’ hand, and Artemis had taken Carmen’s. Then the four of us non-faeries walked in a slow, careful line through the posts.

I could feel something pressing in on me, not quite the same as when I’d traveled through the mirrors, but it was still like there was a thin membrane keeping cool liquid from actually touching my skin. It bent around me and the others like a mold, until finally, it popped.

The assault on my senses was unbelievable. The grayish, late-afternoon of Los Angeles, with the faint smell of the sea and trash that had yet to be disposed of, was replaced by a canvas of bright green. I raised my free hand to shield my eyes from the brightness, and as I blinked and my vision adjusted, I saw it wasn’t just green.

Before me was a verdant forest filled with trees. The trunks were thick and sturdy, and the boughs were covered in huge green leaves, with lush green grass and wildflowers the color of jewels under my feet. We were in a clearing, and golden sunlight shone down over the treetops to dapple warmth across my face.

It was unlike any forest I’d ever seen, even up in Oregon where the intrusion of humanity had been relatively minimal. It was breathtaking.

Quite literally. The air here was so fresh and clean that I couldn’t help but gulp in huge lungfuls. I swore I could taste the same vaguely floral scent Kylah and Kegan always had.

As I looked around, I saw Asami, Artemis, and Carmen behind me, and they all looked similarly stunned. Right at the back of our procession was Kegan. He stood in the very center of the clearing by the gate, which was identical here as it had been in Los Angeles, and I watched as he rested his hand on the top and slowly swung it closed.

“You have my gratitude, Mother,” he told the gate, and once again I could have sworn the little vines twitched back around the gate’s bars like they were locking it in place.

I turned back to look at Kylah and was just about to comment on the incredible forest we’d found ourselves in, when several figures jumped out from the trees and brandished spears.

“Leo!” Carmen shrieked as one of them landed right next to me and thrust out their spear.

From this close, I could see the shimmering metal tip and how it was both intricately engraved with a pattern of vines and sharpened to a vicious point.

I didn’t even think. I shot my hand out and wrapped it around the shaft of the spear, right below the blade, and with my free hand, I punched my assailant in the face.

They went flying back, but kept hold of the spear, so they didn’t go far. I wrenched the spear toward me and raised my foot to kick my attacker square in the chest. This wrested the spear from their grasp, and as they toppled over, I turned my attention to the next assailant.

There were maybe ten of them in total. Two had jumped onto Kegan and me, probably because we were the largest of the group, and the others were all going toe to toe with Kylah and the rest of our group. More the fool to them. Artemis had already dispatched her attacker and was halfway through pulling another one off Asami when my attention was drawn back to my own assailant by them punching me in the cheek.

My head twisted away, and my shoulders followed a moment later. I staggered back and had to use my stolen spear as a staff to keep myself from falling over, but I recovered quickly, put my weight back on my feet, and snapped the spear over my knee, which shortened it considerably.

I had no experience fighting with a spear, but I figured since it was a long weapon, the best idea for me was to get in too close for my opponent to use theirs. We struggled while dealing blows with our free hands, and he got a slash across my arm with his weapon, but I finally got behind him. I wrapped one of my arms around his shoulder, immobilizing his dominant arm, and my shortened spear pressed to his throat.

“Enough!” I suddenly realized Kylah was shouting, and it sounded like she’d been yelling for a while. “Enough! In the name of the Queen, cease!”

Everyone stopped brawling to look at the blonde woman, who was standing in the center of the clearing with her hands raised like she was trying not to spook a skittish animal. She and Kegan seemed to have an inkling about what was going on here, even if the rest of our team didn’t.

“Drop your weapons,” Kylah ordered. “All of you.”

“Who are you to give us commands?” the guy I’d been fighting demanded.

I jostled him lightly to remind him he had a spear point to his throat, and he grunted crossly at me but fell silent.

“I am Kylah,” the blonde woman answered. “And this is Kegan. We are blood of the Fair Folk. We have the right to enter the domain of Faerie.”

“Half-bloods,” one of the soldiers spat. He was the one I’d punched and disarmed, and he shot me a dirty look and picked up the snapped end of his spear handle. “You are trespassing on the land of the Queen. You and your human consorts.”

“I’m--” Artemis began, but Asami, who was standing right next to her, grabbed the werewolf woman’s wrist and squeezed hard to silence her. Artemis shot Asami a look, but didn’t say anything further.

Good. I had a feeling these faeries would be even less hospitable if they knew one of us was a werewolf.

“You have not been invited to Faerie,” one of the other guards said. I had to assume he was the one who’d attacked Kylah, because he was the only guard who was standing up and properly armed. “You have no right.”

“We have every right,” Kegan argued. “We are blood of the Seelie.”

“You are half-breeds,” the guard sneered. “And you are uninvited.”

“We are invited,” Kylah said, and she pulled her mother’s letter from her pocket. “By our mother, Cassia.”

This appeared to be a good retort, because the guard looked annoyed, and he waved a hand. The rest of the faerie soldiers stood down. The one I was holding dropped his spear and raised his now-empty hands, and I moved the blade from his neck.

“You may call me Balsam,” the guard who’d argued with Kylah said.

Now that we were no longer fighting, I could get a good look at him. He was taller than Kegan or I, but more slender, with pale skin and strawberry-blond hair. His horns were small and dark-brown, and his eyes and skin-markings were silvery-gray. Like Amaryllis, he looked human-but-not-quite, with elongated ears and limbs. It was more than a little creepy.

“And you may have been summoned, but you did not properly announce your intentions to arrive in Faerie,” Balsam continued. “You will be taken to the Seelie Court as prisoners, and the Queen shall decide your fates. Human blood is not welcome in Faerie.”

The guards began to try and corral us together, but my sister fought back.

“You’re not locking me up, assholes!” she snarled at them, and when one guard in particular tried to grab her shoulder, she bit at him. She missed, but only because he snatched his hand away at the last moment. “Hands to yourself!”

“Monkey,” I said, and when Carmen looked at me, I gave her a pointed look to try and convey with eyes alone that she needed to play it cool for now.

I suspected this was actually part of Kylah and Kegan’s plan, because they hadn’t said their mother was a Seelie noble, nor had they mentioned Larkspur, or how he was being charged with murder.

So, I played along and let the guards box us in as two rows of three. Kylah and Kegan were in front, with me behind Kegan, and Artemis behind me. Carmen was behind Kylah, with Asami behind her.

“Twins,” I heard one of the guards mutter as we walked in a sort of turtle formation. “Twins of twins.”

“What was that about?” Carmen asked me in a hush and, just for good measure, in Spanish. “You want them to take us prisoner?”

“These people don’t do anything out of the goodness of their hearts, Monkey,” I answered back in Spanish. “Everything’s a transaction to them. If Kylah had said we wanted to go to the Seelie Court, they never would’ve taken us, or they’d have demanded a payment. Plus, we had no idea where we were going. But now they’re taking us straight there.”

“Ohhh…” my sister said slowly. “Well, then, why not tell us that in advance?”

“I guess it has to look good,” I said. “Acting is close to lying, after all. We need to look like we’re being honest, like we have nothing to hide.”

“Quiet!” one of the guards snapped, the one who ended up being right next to me, and he nudged my side sharply with the butt of his spear.

We walked like this for what could have been minutes or hours, I genuinely wasn’t sure. The lush forest became an equally lush meadow and then a forest again. We traversed over fields, past small houses and vegetation of all kinds, until we came to what looked like the edge of a city.

All the buildings had a quaint look to them, built from large bricks of uneven stone, with thatched or stone-tiled roofs. Most were little cottages, but some were larger, like shops with wooden signs announcing their wares.

There was the distinct sense that something wasn’t quite right, though. All of the little white lights flickered unevenly, and the shadows looked just a little too dark. The city was trying just a bit too hard to be cute and sweet and like a Beatrix Potter book.

Finally, we came to a large building that appeared to be in the center of the city. It resembled an enormous greenhouse and looked very art nouveau, with swirling lines and flourishes either in pale stone or in the vines and flowers that covered most of its surface. Somehow, it didn’t look overgrown but instead like the plants were as integral to the structure as the stone.

“The Seelie Palace,” Kylah whispered back to the others and me.

“Are we being brought to the Queen?” I asked loudly and looked at the guards.

“Not in that state,” Balsam scoffed, and he waved his spear to his other men as we walked through the gates and into a huge garden dotted with statues and shimmering fountains and even more plants. “Deal with them.”

We were split into two groups then, with Kegan and I being taken in one direction, and the women all in the other direction.

“Pip!” Carmen called to me nervously as we were separated, but Kylah caught her shoulder and gave it a comforting squeeze.

“We’ll be right back, Monkey,” I said to my sister, but I couldn’t help but glance at Kegan. “Right?”

“You’ll see your companions soon enough, human,” one of the guards said in a bored tone. “Once you have been made presentable for our Queen.”

‘Being made presentable,’ as I soon found out, meant a cruel and unusual form of torture.

A team of no less than four faerie women, with their long hair pulled back into ruthless buns adorned with white flowers, were awaiting me in a room. Just me, because Kegan and I had also been separated from one another by this point.

Without a word to me or to each other, the faerie women undressed me and tossed aside my human clothes without a second glance. I barely had time to feel embarrassed about being naked before they brought out long sticks with coarse brushes on the end and shoved me into a four-foot-deep pit of warm, soapy water.

I was helpless to resist as they scrubbed away the dirt and probably the top two layers of my skin for good measure. I felt red and raw by the time they fished me out, and all semblance of embarrassment about being naked had vanished by that point.

Still without saying a word, one of the women shaved my face while the other three held up various garments. I supposed these were typical faerie clothing, but they all looked too floaty and insubstantial to be of much use.

Evidently, my opinion was not the women’s concern.

They slathered me down with some kind of oil or lotion then, and the most I could tell was that it smelled very floral and made my freshly-scrubbed skin sting like hell. I had to grit my teeth not to cry out as I waited for the burning sensation to subside, and I hoped I wasn’t going to have an allergic reaction.

At last, after humming to one another, the women handed me a pile of clothes and stood back for me to dress myself. The pants were okay, and the boots were made of a soft leather, but the shirt was made of a thin, gauzy material that didn’t seem like it could protect me from much more than a light breeze.

“Acceptable,” one of the women squawked, and that was all the information I got before they shoved me back into the hallway.

A moment later, I saw Kegan shoved out of the room next to me, also transformed by a merciless scrubbing and a new outfit.

The blond man sighed when he saw my face.

“I know,” he said before I could say anything. “Just be glad we’re here as guests, for now. If we were real prisoners, it would’ve been much worse.”

I decided then and there I didn’t want to find out what ‘worse’ could have been, but I suspected it might have involved the woman with the razor to be a lot less steady-handed.

The guard reappeared shortly after and herded Kegan and I down the hallway where we were reunited with Carmen, Kylah, Asami, and Artemis. All of them appeared to have been similarly scrubbed and re-dressed, and when I rushed to hug my sister and my two girlfriends, I noticed they’d all been perfumed with some kind of lotion, too, but each one was slightly different.

“That,” Carmen told me when I let go of her, “was torture. I never want to do that again.”

She scowled down at her body, and I saw her dress was the same yellow as my shirt and made of the same thin, delicate fabric.

“Agreed,” Artemis said with a shudder. Her dress-- all of their dresses, I now noticed-- was identical in shape and design, but a different color. Artemis’ was amber, like her eyes, Asami’s was lilac, and Kylah’s was bright green, like Kegan’s shirt.

“Get in line,” Balsam then ordered, and they boxed us in again.

This time, Artemis and I were in front, with Carmen behind me, Asami behind Artemis, Kylah behind Carmen, and Kegan behind Asami. As we were led further down the hallway, I could sense the tension in Artemis’ body, and I reached out to take her hand. I felt her fingers grip mine tightly, like she was desperate for an anchor, and I squeezed back hard.

Whatever happened, we would go into this as a team, and she was part of our team now.

The ceilings of this place were ridiculously high, and the outer wall of the curving hallway was formed entirely of glass window panes. Only magic could have allowed for architecture like this, and I wondered if magic was involved in keeping the building standing. It certainly wouldn’t have been able to withstand California earthquakes, that was for sure.

After a short while, we came to a very large, very tall pair of double doors. Like a lot of things here, they were gold and intricately engraved with vine patterns.

“The Seelie Court,” Balsam said, as if we really needed to be told.

Only one thing could be behind doors this grand.

The faerie guard knocked twice on the doors, and then he and the other guard at the front of our procession each stepped aside. Carmen knocked into me as Kylah was jostled from behind by the guard, so clearly they wanted us to walk forward.

I glanced back at my sister and gave her a comforting smile. Like all things, we would go into this together. We all would. We were Team Rivera, after all.

The doors slowly creaked open, and the six of us stepped inside.


Chapter 5

The six of us walked forward into the enormous room. It was brightly lit, even more so than the hallway with its glass wall. Here the ceiling was glass, too, and I closed my eyes against the glare with a grimace.

When I managed to open them again, I couldn’t stop my mouth from falling open, too.

We were standing in the most magnificent room I’d ever seen. It was like a throne room and a greenhouse and a hedonistic party from Ancient Rome all rolled into one. White stone and golden metal formed pillars and spires between huge panels of glass, with vines and leaves and wildflowers threaded across them so some sections were completely obscured by thriving vegetation. The ceiling was a mural of thousands of tiny shards of colored glass, and tinted light dappled off the crystal-clear water spilling from a fountain in the center of the room. It was warm as midsummer, the air heady with the scent of flowers and life, and the floor was not stone or carpet, but a thick layer of lush, green moss.

The faeries themselves were dotted throughout this room like they were as much a part of the décor as the plants. They were draped over plush velvet seats and hanging from thick vines suspended from the ceiling while either eating or drinking. Their floaty clothing and swirling skin-patterns made them look all the more like they belonged as permanent fixtures. I felt a little like I’d walked into a room with a hundred cats all staring at me, like an outsider. A trespasser.

I realized then a guard was pulling me to the side. I followed and noticed that while Artemis followed me, another guard was pulling Asami in the opposite direction, and Carmen was going after her.

Panic had only just begun to register in my mind when I realized we weren’t being split up, but arranged in a line in front of the throne. Me on the far left, then, Artemis, Kylah, Kegan, Carmen, and finally Asami on the far right. The Campbell twins, standing in the center, both fell to one knee with their heads bowed, and I glanced past Artemis to my sister before she and I followed suit. A moment later, Asami and Artemis did the same.

“My Queen,” Balsam said from behind us. “We found these creatures trespassing on your land. They have arrived in Seelie without prior permission, and we brought them here to face your punishment.”

For the first time, I turned my gaze to the woman sitting on the huge throne in the center of the room, and then I wondered how I’d ever managed to look at anything else.

The Fae Queen was simultaneously the most beautiful and awful creature I’d ever seen.

She was at once magnificent and terrifying, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to stare at her forever or avert my eyes. She looked less elongated than the other full-blooded faeries in the Court and didn’t skirt the edge of grotesque quite so closely. But still, her beauty was inhuman, with golden patterns swirling over her deep bronze skin and eyes like pools of ink. Protruding from thick curls of long, dark hair were two curved horns the color of parchment, and her ears were long and so pointed they looked like sharp daggers.

She was wearing a white dress made of diaphanous fabric, not quite thin enough to be indecent, but almost. I could see the soft glow of her skin markings through it, plus the silhouette of her curvaceous figure. She was barefoot, with delicate coils of gold winding around her ankles and up her calves, dotted with tiny leaves and blossoms, like vines. Dainty golden bangles, also made to look like flowering vines, sat on her upper arms and around her wrists, and sheets of the same gauzy white cloth hung from them, not unlike wings.

Between the white dress and the metallic coils around her feet, I was reminded of when I’d first met Amaryllis in Pandemonium, several weeks ago. Was it mere coincidence? Was this a common Faerie fashion? Or had Amaryllis deliberately styled herself after the Queen of the Seelie?

As I managed to tear my gaze from the Queen, I noticed not one of the other faeries in the room was wearing anything white. That, surely, could not have been a coincidence on Amaryllis’ part.

The Fae Queen cocked her head slightly as she looked at each of us, and I saw her inscrutable expression tighten ever-so-slightly at the sight of Kylah and Kegan in the center of our line. If she found anything unusual about Artemis, though, I couldn’t tell.

The silence in the glittering room stretched out thin and brittle. I found myself trying not to breathe too loudly, and I wasn’t sure if Artemis at my right was breathing at all, but I didn’t dare turn my head to check.

“Rise.”

I gasped softly as the silence shattered. The word was like a spell, and I rose from my crouch, not entirely sure if my body was moving because I wanted it to or because someone else did. I raised my head to look at the Fae Queen once again, and I was as stunned as I’d been the first time.

Her throne was a marvel all its own, enormous and on a raised platform about six feet high. Vines and flowers wound over it, like ivy over an abandoned building, and there were maybe a dozen other people clustered around it on various small platforms or at the foot of the little staircase. Some were faeries, some were human, but none looked like half-fae.

“It is a crime to enter the domain of the Fair Folk with neither blood nor favor,” the Fae Queen told us.

Her voice was like music. That wasn’t an exaggeration. The cadence of her voice and her lilting inflection made it clear her first language was something much more ancient and Celtic. It was almost as though, when she spoke, a melody came out, and my brain just somehow knew how to convert it into real words.

I could have listened to it forever.

“I would know the names of those who think themselves above the laws of my Court,” the Fae Queen continued, and her gaze burned when she met my eyes.

I didn’t dare look away. I was filled with the singular need to meet her request, to meet her every request, and my mouth was already open by the time I remembered Asami and Kylah’s first and most fervent warning about the Fae.

“You may call me Leo Rivera, Your Majesty,” I said.

“And you may call me what I am,” the Fae Queen replied. “I am no Majesty. No Highness, as your kind prefer to call your petty rulers. This is no place for lies.”

“Of course.” I swallowed hard. There was a lump in my throat, and I didn’t know if it was a scream or a sob or a question. “My Queen.”

The Fae Queen smiled faintly, but something inside me lurched with the desire to make her smile like that again, wider, to make her look upon me with favor and pride.

Had I been in a situation that permitted it, I would’ve slapped myself. I wasn’t sure if it was faerie magic or something all the Queen’s own that made me want to please her, like a small child or a pet, but it made my skin crawl. It wasn’t anything like the hypnosis-like effects I’d experienced when fighting vampires, because this wasn’t making my mind foggy so much as twisting it around.

The Fae Queen then turned her gaze to my right, to Artemis, and I was impressed by how unflinchingly the werewolf woman held the Queen’s gaze.

“You may call me Artemis Desir, my Queen,” she replied in an even tone.

I wondered if werewolves were somehow resistant to Fae magic, or if Artemis was just that tenacious.

“I am known as Kylah Campbell, my Queen,” Kylah then said, and the Fae Queen raised a hand sharply.

There was an audible intake of breath from the onlookers.

“That is not the name by which you are known to me,” the Fae Queen said in her silky, musical voice, but it was laced with an unmistakable threat. “Do you mean to insult me?”

I tried to look past Artemis without being too obvious about it and saw Kylah swallow carefully.

“No, my Queen,” the blonde woman said in a small voice, and I had to struggle not to stare, because not once had I ever heard Kylah sound… cowed. Intimidated. Scared. “I… simply thought you would prefer not to hear a name of Faerie from my lips.”

This was more than dealing with an asshole Eye back at the Sanctuary. And Kylah’s reaction more than anything made it clear that the Fae Queen was not someone we wanted as an enemy. She could squish us like bugs if she fancied it.

“I will hear no ‘name of Faerie’ from your lips, for you have no such Name to speak,” the Queen said. “You were not Named by the Wild and the Earth, but you were named by a tongue of the Seelie. You will not present yourself with a human name in my Court, child.”

“Yes, my Queen,” Kylah said, and she inclined her head respectfully. “I am known as Calla nic Cassia.”

“Better. And you?” The Fae Queen turned her fathomless black eyes on Kegan, and I saw the blond man struggle not to flinch.

He, even more than his sister, looked unsettled by the Queen.

“I am known as Kerria mac Cassia, my Queen,” he answered.

These names the twins gave the Queen were new to me. I knew the surnames ‘nic Cassia’ and ‘mac Cassia’ from before, but I’d never heard the first names. Had Kylah and Kegan lied to us?

No. That couldn’t be it. Renée called them by those names. So did Asami, and even Jamison Hawthorn. And anyway, Kegan was one of my closest friends, and Kylah was my girlfriend. Asami and I loved her fiercely. She’d never lie to us.

“I… I’m known as Carmen Rivera, my Queen,” my sister said in an uneasy tone.

It hurt to hear Carmen, normally so unapologetically herself-- bordering on belligerent, really-- sound so cautious and timid. But caution and timidity were definitely the correct responses here, and though my sister could occasionally be reckless, she was far from stupid.

“Siblings,” I heard someone whisper, but I didn’t dare turn away from the Fae Queen, in case that was some massive form of disrespect that would get me or my friends imprisoned or killed.

“More than that,” another voice said. “Look at them. Twins.”

“Our Queen likes twins,” a third voice chimed in.

“But the others?” asked a fourth voice. “Half-breeds.”

“Our Queen likes peculiarities,” the third voice said.

“These aren’t peculiarities,” a fifth voice warned. “They are offenses.”

The whispers were hissing and overlapped each other, and I could barely make out the words themselves because they sounded more like a breeze through leaves. They certainly had the same effect of making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

I remembered what Jamison said about the Seelie Court, about a den of snakes being safer. The longer I spent in this room, the more sure I was that he’d been correct.

So, we needed to do what we came to do quickly.

“And you may call me Asami Tanaka,” the researcher said in a demure voice.

If Asami or the Queen noticed any of the whispers, neither of them gave any outward indication that they had.

“Such a peculiar band of creatures to trespass within my lands,” the Fae Queen remarked, and the way she cocked her head was almost animalistic in its curiosity. “What follies implored you to disrespect me?”

“Please, my Queen.” Kylah took a half-step toward the towering throne before several guards took a step forward, and she backtracked. “I-- we-- mean no disrespect--”

“You disrespect our Queen every time you take a breath!” someone within the assembled crowds snarled.

“Silence, Asphodel,” the Fae Queen ordered as her black eyes flicked to the crowd. “Do you presume to speak for me?”

“No, my Queen,” the voice replied, and I glanced around to see a faerie man with very pale skin and black horns that shone like they’d been coated with oil. His eyes were black, too, and glittered like obsidian. “Never, my Queen.”

The Fae Queen seemed satisfied by this apology, and she turned her attention back to Kylah and the rest of us.

“The presence of half-bloods is forbidden in the lands of Seelie,” she told us. “And it is unwise for humans to tread here without protection. What would encourage you to breach these rules, flout my laws, risk your lives and freedom?”

“We never intended to cause any offense, though we knew offense would be inevitable should we come here,” Kylah explained, and she reached into the gauzy silk of her dress to pull out the letter. “But my brother and I were summoned by our mother, my Queen. We are here to answer a call of the blood. We are servants to our mother as she is a servant to you.”

The blonde woman took another step forward, with her outstretched hand offering the letter. One of the guards snatched it from her grasp and skimmed it.

“She speaks the truth, my Queen,” he said after a long moment. “Lady Cassia summoned them here.”

“I would never insult you with a lie, my Queen,” Kylah added. “My brother and I merely want to aid our mother.”

“A respectable pursuit,” the Fae Queen conceded. “We are nothing without those who sired us. Even so, you entered my domain without my permission. I cannot allow such disrespect to go unpunished.”

“Yes, my Queen,” Kylah and Kegan said in unison, with their heads bowed.

I had to fight not to let my emotions show on my face, but I was seething inside. Surely Cassia would have known Kylah and Kegan would face punishment by coming here without a proper invitation from the Fae Queen. And she’d summoned them anyway? Was it that she hadn’t thought this through, or she simply didn’t care what her half-human children suffered if it meant saving her full-blooded faerie child?

“Cassia nic Liatris,” the Fae Queen commanded, and a woman suddenly stepped forward from the throng of assembled revelers.

At once, it was obvious she was Kylah and Kegan’s mother. Under bright green markings, her skin was the same fair pallor, and she had the same slender, lithe build behind those elongated faerie features. However, her hair was several shades blonder, almost white, and the vivid green of her eyes was not confined to an iris.

I was a little unsettled by how faerie eyes were all one color. It made it harder to tell what they were really thinking, and they were already too enigmatic for my liking.

“My Queen,” Cassia said with a deep curtsey to the Fae Queen. Her horns were also off-white, and as she walked past us toward the Queen, I saw silver cuffs had been fitted around the base of each horn, like a bangle.

“You summoned your children here, against the laws of our land,” the Fae Queen said. “Would you see your own blood executed?”

“No, never.” Cassia sounded genuinely distressed by the idea, but I was still deeply suspicious of her intentions.

I’d heard so little about this woman and, in a way, that had resulted in me learning a lot about her. I wouldn’t put it past a faerie to lure their half-human children into a trap for the sake of saving their full-blooded child. Maybe it would even be considered a respectable thing to do. A sacrifice, a wrong made right, a trade for Larkspur’s freedom.

“I love all of my children,” Cassia continued. “Which is why I cannot believe my Larkspur would ever do something like that of which he has been accused. I asked Calla and Kerria here to beg of their aid. In the human world, they are investigators. They will be able to determine for sure whether Larkspur is innocent or guilty.”

“Investigators?” the Fae Queen repeated as her gaze trailed over to Kylah and Kegan.

“She means they’re blighted Eyes!” a voice called, and I recognized it as Asphodel’s, the black-eyed, pale-skinned faerie who was looking at Kylah and Kegan with a mixture of disgust and cruel satisfaction.

I was willing to bet he’d like to see the half-fae twins hunted for sport, the way the Unseelie Faeries supposedly did.

“Be still, Asphodel, your Queen speaks,” the Fae Queen ordered sternly. It was as though her words held real magic in them, and maybe they did, because a hush fell over the entire room before the Queen turned her attention back to Cassia. “Your half-blood children are Eyes?”

“Were Eyes, my Queen,” Cassia corrected. “They left the ranks, for the Order does not respect those of magical blood. It does not respect the power of Faerie.”

“This is no secret, nor is it of news to me,” the Fae Queen said. “What use is it to me?”

“My Queen,” I interjected, and maybe it was dangerous of me to speak without being addressed, but we had to do something, and I would much rather take the heat than leave Kylah and Kegan to endure the full force of the Queen’s disapproval. “Is it not a grave offense to spill the blood of the Fair Folk? The blood of-- of the Wild and the Earth?”

“It is,” the Fae Queen answered me. Her voice was short, but her expression was intrigued.

I got the sense humans, full-blooded humans, were the only creatures who ever thought to talk to her like this. Talking back, almost. More like they were equals. Maybe that was why she took so many of them to be her consorts, judging by the people draped around her throne.

But that did leave me wondering what she did with them, once she got bored. My conversation with Kylah came to mind, and I wondered how long the human consorts’ average lifespan was.

“Then, surely it would be an even graver offense to let a murderer go unpunished?” I asked. “Ky-- Calla and Kerria have come here to aid their mother, yes. A respectable pursuit. But they have also come here to make sure the guilty party is identified. What’s to say they don’t strike again? More Seelie blood-- more noble, Seelie blood-- may yet be spilled.”

I felt a bit slimy, calling the Campbells by those weird, faerie names. Like I was insulting them, refusing them a basic courtesy.

Even when I’d asked about how Fae last names worked, Kylah and Kegan hadn’t mentioned ‘Calla’ or ‘Kerria’. And, judging from the expression on Asami’s face, they hadn’t mentioned those names to her, either.

“It would be remiss of me to allow a killer to go free within my Court,” the Fae Queen said as she studied me with those fathomless eyes. “To let them elude punishment. But I am well aware there is no love lost between my Court and half-bloods. Why risk so much for a woman who has done naught but abandon them?”

I glanced over at the Campbells. Kegan had his head bowed, like he was wishing more than anything to be away from this place, and Carmen had placed a hand on his shoulder to comfort him as much as she could in this moment. Kylah was staring straight ahead, with her expression and posture rigid. She looked brittle, like one good hit would shatter her.

When I looked at Cassia, her expression was inscrutable.

“I cannot speak for the customs of the Seelie,” I said to the Fae Queen in a careful tone. “But humans have a code of their own. Humans like us, anyway. We help where we are able. We protect those who cannot protect themselves. We pick up where the established systems have left off.”

“You would characterize my rule as… leaving off?” the Fae Queen asked me in a dangerous tone, and her shimmering eyes narrowed.

I felt that weird thrill run down my spine again. Some part of me was devastated to have disappointed her, but I shook it off and forced myself to focus.

“Of course not, my Queen” I said graciously. “But the existence of half-bloods proves the Fair Folk are… fallible. Therefore, is it not possible that someone within the chain of events may have… made a mistake that now leads to Larkspur mac Cassia being held on charge of murder?”

It felt even dirtier than using their faerie names to talk about Kylah and Kegan like they were proof of some mistake, but if that was how I had to characterize things to get what we needed, then so be it.

“It would not be the first time a child of Cassia nic Liatris has strayed from the path,” the Fae Queen remarked archly, with a look over at Cassia. “Even I have been known to find humans and their petty follies amusing. But I have never encountered one who would willingly walk into the service of one such as her.”

Cassia flinched like the Fae Queen had physically struck her, but she said nothing.

My tactic wasn’t working.

“And I would remind you humans--” the Fae Queen went on, and out of the corner of my eye I saw Artemis tense, clearly displeased about being lumped in as a human, even if it was the safer option. “--it is the highest insult to lie before your Queen.”

“By my life and my honor, I have not lied to you, my Queen,” I said in the flowery, overly-formal tone that faeries seemed to like so much. “You ask why we have come here at such a risk, but there are many reasons. Our belief in true justice is one of them.”

“And the others?” the Fae Queen drawled.

She sounded slightly bored, and I had a sneaking suspicion boredom was almost as perilous as anger when it came to a woman like this. She’d probably torture us just for her entertainment.

“The primary reason…” I said slowly. “Is Phoenix.”

There was an audible intake of breath around the room. Even the Fae Queen herself seemed to sit up a little straighter on her magnificent throne. The attendant closest to her was draped in transparent blue fabric and wore a golden necklace-- or perhaps it was a collar-- around his neck, and he looked up at the Queen sharply before locking his gaze back on me.

“Phoenix?” the Fae Queen echoed.

“We know there’s little information beyond the reach of the Fair Folk,” I said. “Surely you must have heard rumors about what transpires there. People missing. Dead. Only bits being recovered.”

“I am aware of these stories,” the Fae Queen told me vaguely. “What of it?”

“We stop those stories,” I said, and I gestured to my team. “These perversions of magic. Things that seek to upset the natural balance of the world. We know the wisdom of the Fair Folk reaches far and deep, and we humbly offer a trade.”

“A trade? What could you possibly have that would interest me?” the Fae Queen asked. “At least, what could you possibly offer that you would be willing to sacrifice in the first place?”

I knew ‘anything’ would be a very dangerous answer. I’d seen enough movies and read enough stories about striking bargains with words, and hyperbole coming back to bite them in the ass.

“Justice,” I answered. “True justice. The real killer apprehended, set before you to do with as you please.”

The Fae Queen raised one perfect eyebrow at me in scrutiny.

“And what if I decide Larkspur mac Cassia is justice enough?” she asked. “What will you offer in this trade?”

“Do you truly believe, my Queen, in your heart of hearts, that Larkspur is the one to be punished for this crime?” I asked her. “This person has spilled noble blood, within your own Court. What would happen if they went free? If they killed again? If they decided to try and kill you?”

“They would fail,” the Fae Queen said as a slow, sharp smile crawled across her face. “And Larkspur will, at minimum, send a message.”

“Please, my Queen--” Cassia began with a sob, but the Fae Queen raised a hand sharply, and the green-eyed faerie fell silent once more.

“Be glad I have commuted the sentence to banishment and not death,” the Fae Queen warned. “I may yet rescind that mercy. I grow tired of having my expertise questioned by such little things as humans.”

“Forgive me, my Queen,” I said quickly, because the absolute last thing I wanted was to do was get Kylah’s half-brother executed. “But is that not the very problem?”

“Oh?” the Queen asked in a cold voice.

It was like ice water dripping down my spine, and I fought back a shudder.

“What if the murderer was not one within your Court?” I asked. “What if an outsider believes themselves above your power, because they were not found and punished? Banishing a noble, even executing one, would mean the Queen of the Fair Folk herself did not learn their true identity. Was… was duped!”

The Fae Queen’s eyes widened furiously at the word ‘duped,’ and I knew then I’d found my inroad. I could see the worry beginning to take root in her head. Faeries were unusual and alien to me, but paranoia was all too familiar. She was considering what I’d said about the real killer being emboldened to strike at her. She was thinking about looking weak before her own Court. Maybe she’d kill me for raising these issues, but that wouldn’t kill the ideas, and I was willing to bet the Queen was smart enough to realize that.

“You are a bold little thing,” she said at last, when her expression had resettled into its vaguely-amused, vaguely-bored state. “I had forgotten how very… human you all are.”

She paused for a long moment then. The Court was silent and rapt, but all she did was slowly drum her fingertips on the arm of her throne. Her fingernails weren’t as long as I would’ve expected them to be, but they were sharp and pointy. More than capable of drawing blood, I was sure.

“Very well,” the Fae Queen finally decided, and she stood with one hand raised, as if to give a proclamation. “I will allow your… investigation to take place. Your concern over the boy amuses me. Continue to amuse me, and you may yet find favor in the land of Seelie.”

“You have our gratitude, my Queen,” I said, and I gave a deep bow, as did the other five.

“However,” the Fae Queen continued. “I cannot abide half-bloods among my Court. Guards, have them taken away and secluded somewhere.”

“What?” Carmen gasped, and the hand she’d laid on Kegan’s shoulder became a vise as she wrapped both of her arms around his elbow.

Kegan himself looked grimly resigned to his fate. He must have suspected this, he’d even said as much before we’d come here.

My sister, however, wasn’t having it.

“No!” she shouted when guards began to advance on her and Kegan, and she looked to me desperately. “Leo, you can’t let them!”

“Silence!” the Fae Queen ordered, and her ebony eyes flashed as she glared at my sister. “You will go peacefully, or I will have your tongues cut out.”

“Please, my Queen,” Cassia pleaded. “Have mercy. They are of my blood, of noble Seelie blood.”

“It is precisely for that reason that I have not had them imprisoned or executed,” the Fae Queen told the other woman coldly. “Do you intend to continue testing my patience, Cassia? No fountain is without limit.”

“Of-- of course not, my Queen. Please, forgive my impertinence,” Cassia said, and she shuffled back.

Carmen and I, however, refused to let go of Kegan’s arm and Kylah’s hand respectively.

“If I may ask,” Kylah said, and she sounded steady despite her hammering pulse that I could feel where her wrist pressed against mine. “Where do you intend to take us, my Queen?”

“You will be held within the Court,” the Fae Queen answered. “Guest quarters, as a symbol of undeserved generosity. You will be free to leave with the rest of your party, when they depart Faerie. Understand, however, if you leave these quarters without my permission, you will be executed. Regardless of whose blood flows within your veins.”

Her voice was like ice injected into my own veins, and I gripped Kylah’s hand even tighter. I felt her fingers squeeze me back and then go limp, and I looked away from the Fae Queen to see Kylah’s eyes filled with nervous tears but a comforting smile on her face.

“I’ll be fine,” she whispered to me, and I let her hand slip from my grasp.

She and Kegan were led away, a pair of guards to each of them, and I turned to face forward again. I didn’t quite manage to contain my flinch when I heard the heavy doors slam shut again.

I hated Kylah being out of my sight, but the Queen had said she could leave when we were all ready to go, and the Queen couldn’t lie.

“Now,” the Fae Queen said as she sat back down on her throne, and two attendants rose to hurriedly arrange her flowing white silks on the chair before they took their seats again. “Shall we begin this little investigation of yours, humans?”

“Kylah and Kegan are the entire reason we came here!” Artemis said to the Fae Queen in an angry tone. “They’re the ones who wanted to come and help their mother, and now you’re locking them up?”

“Artemis…” I warned and reached for her wrist, but she pulled her arm away.

“Why are you hiding them away like they don’t exist?” she asked, and she sounded marginally less angry this time. “We wouldn’t be here if not for them, none of us!”

“Watch your tone, little one,” the Fae Queen said dangerously, and her black eyes shimmered with a threat. “You are in the land of the Fair Folk now, and beholden to our rules. It is no fault of mine if you did not know of those rules when you decided to trespass on my lands.”

“But--” Artemis started until I reached out and touched her shoulder.

The amber-eyed woman turned to look at me and then relented. Of course she understood whatever transgressions we committed here and now would be suffered by Kylah and Kegan ten times over.

They were, whether we liked it or not, whether the Fae Queen intended it or not, collateral.

“Have some respect for our Queen,” one of the guards hissed to Artemis. “Were you in the lands of Unseelie, your half-blood friends would already have been executed. Or ‘set free’ so the Court could hunt them down for sport.”

The mental image of Kylah and Kegan running through the forests in torn, bloody clothes, pursued by who-knew-how-many faeries armed with spears and bows, caused a sick feeling to grow in the pit of my stomach.

“Of course,” I said to the guard, and then I turned to the Queen. “We are most grateful for your kindness and your mercy.”

“You have my word that, provided you and yours adhere to our laws, your half-blood masters will not be harmed,” the Fae Queen told us.

“M-Masters?” I echoed blankly, and she raised one of her slender eyebrows again.

“You are their consorts, are you not?”

I thought about correcting that my and Asami’s relationship with Kylah, and Carmen’s relationship with Kegan, was a lot more egalitarian than that. Moreover, Artemis wasn’t romantically involved with any of us.

But while I knew it was a dangerous mistake to outright lie to a faerie, ‘consort’ was a word with many varied meanings. Kylah and Kegan had warned us that, as half-faeries, they’d probably be placed under some kind of house arrest, but as guests and the children of a noble, the law would also demand they were treated decently.

Provided we didn’t give the Fae Queen any reason to punish them, of course. Did stretching the meaning of ‘consort’ apply here? Was that a lie, or just a creative interpretation of the truth?

Faeries were masters at twisting their words, at skirting the edge of honesty and using the line between truth and lies like a jump rope. And if we were marked as the consorts of two half-noble half-faeries, marked as their property, perhaps that would afford us some protection from the rest of the Court, like the faerie woman standing next to Asphodel, who was very obviously eyeing up Carmen.

I didn’t know if faeries ever ate humans, but I wasn’t eager in sticking around long enough to find out.

“Of course,” I said to the Fae Queen. “We are consorts to the Camp-- to Calla and Kerria. But we do not call them master or mistress.”

“Few humans do, these days,” the Fae Queen remarked. “Nonetheless, they will be permitted to leave Faerie along with the four of you. Whenever that may be.”

I didn’t like the implication of that last sentence, but I decided not to comment on it right now.

“And you have our gratitude for that, my Queen,” I said with another bow.

“Leo,” my sister hissed to me. “You can’t seriously think they’ll let Kegan and Kylah go when we leave. They’ll twist it around. They’ll never let the Campbells go!”

“What do you want me to do, Monkey?” I asked back in a low voice. “We can’t antagonize these people, or they’ll lock Kylah and Kegan up in a real cell, or worse! You heard what they do in the Unseelie Court!”

“I’m with Carmen,” Artemis said. “Are you sure it’s such a good idea to be so accepting?”

“From what Kylah has told me over the years, compliance is the way to go with the Fair Folk,” Asami whispered. “It’s easy to make them feel disrespected. We should try to be courteous while we come up with a plan on how to get what we want.”

“I grow tired of this squabbling,” the Fae Queen sighed loudly, and we all turned to look as she put a dainty hand to her forehead and closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them again, she pointed to me. “You.”

“Me?” I asked, and I felt the weight of every eye in the room.

“You are the least aggravating of your group,” the Fae Queen said. “I will speak with you. Come.”


Chapter 6

The Fae Queen rose from her throne in a swirl of white silk and shimmering gold jewelry, and everyone, including me, seemed a little spellbound as she descended the stairs from the throne to the floor. The steps looked like bits of wood set into fertile earth, dotted with flowers, and again I wasn’t sure where nature ended and intricate metalwork began. They were one and the same here.

Once at the foot of her throne, the Fae Queen turned sharply, and a pair of guards opened a smaller door that led off the main chamber. I glanced around at Artemis, Carmen, and Asami, and though they all looked unsure, Carmen smiled and urged me on.

“We’ll be fine,” she assured me.

“The others shall await my return,” the Fae Queen instructed over her shoulder.

Carmen smiled a little wider as if to say “See?,” and as I began to follow the Fae Queen, I managed to smile back. I was sure that of the two of us, I was the one in the more dangerous situation, but I was still uneasy at the idea of being separated while we were here.

All the more reason to get things done quickly, I supposed. And maybe if I was polite enough, the Fae Queen would permit us to visit the twins in their own quarters.

I turned to where the Fae Queen was walking and hurried to catch up to her. It seemed polite to walk a few steps behind her, so I did, and as we left the main room, I saw some of the attendants around the throne giving me sideways looks and smirks. They clearly knew what I was in for, and somehow their reactions made me think it would be more than a simple conversation. I steeled my resolve for whatever was waiting for me, whatever faerie tricks the Queen was going to try and pull.

There was a short corridor off the main throne room of the Court, and it reminded me a bit of those tunnels in aquariums, where the fish could swim overhead. The entire thing was made of more glass panels sealed together by gold, with ivy and vines crawling over it. Even through my shoes, I could feel how soft and springy the floor was, and I felt the urge to take them off and walk barefoot, like all the faeries did.

Walking a few steps behind the Fae Queen turned out to be necessary, I then realized, because I only barely stopped myself from accidentally treading on the hem of her white dress. The gauzy sleeve-wing things that hung from the bangles on her arms trailed a good four feet behind her, as did the skirt itself. The dress was backless, though, possibly to show off the swirling gold markings over her shoulder blades and spine. From her neck to the base of her spine, her skin was exposed, and I found myself a little fascinated, because I’d kind of assumed the Queen of the Faeries would have wings. But there were none, only more glittering skin-markings.

The doors at the other end of the short, glass corridor led into a room that was smaller than the first, but no less grand. The same glass panels, flowering vines, and mossy floor greeted us. It was a circular room, though, with a few seats and a low table between them. The space was lit entirely by little glowing white lights on the ceiling that flickered gently, but as we got closer, I realized they were making noises.

They were will-o’-the-wisps, impaled on the vines’ thorns, flickering as they died.

I felt a bad taste at the back of my mouth and swallowed quickly as I returned my attention to the Fae Queen, who sat herself on one of the plush chairs. She reclined in it and observed me, and I held her gaze a moment before I looked at the remaining few chairs, like there was some unspoken test in which one I selected.

I played it safe and took the seat directly opposite the Fae Queen. Now that I was on a level with her, and I’d gotten over the initial shock of seeing her, I could make out a few more details of her appearance, such as how her off-white horns had been carved with decorative patterns and inlaid with gold.

Was that a common modification among the Fae? Did it hurt like a tattoo might, or was it as painless as a haircut? At the base of each of the Queen’s horns was a fitted golden cuff, and a gold chain hung from each one and connected to a second, narrower cuff that fit over the very tip of each horn. Woven into her dark hair was a golden circlet of vines, so delicate I was sure it would warp or snap if I touched it. The metalwork was so fine I hadn’t properly seen it when she’d been on her throne.

“Would you like something to eat?” the Fae Queen asked me as she arranged her glossy hair over her right shoulder. It was loosely braided in a single plait that reached all the way to her hips, fastened with a golden ring. “To drink?”

At her words, a glass panel on one side of the room slid back, and another woman walked in. I was almost startled by her, because she was human. She looked to be about my age, with big brown eyes and deep red hair woven with vines and leaves. Rather than the floaty dresses Kylah and the others had worn, this woman was dressed in what was clearly servant clothing. A loop of fabric had been folded in a figure-eight around her neck and back to cross over and cover her breasts, and a floor-length skirt with two slits all the way up to her hips revealed a gold bangle around her left ankle.

The green clothes were practically camouflage against the vegetation, designed to go mostly unseen. She held a tray with a water jug, two cups, and a bowl of fruit. I spied two more bangles around each of her wrists, fitted so close to her skin that they looked more like shackles.

‘Servant’ was probably too kind a word for what she was. A prisoner was more likely. A slave.

At the sight of the tray, though, alarm bells rang in my head. That was one of the very first things Kylah and Asami had told me about the Fae, so I smiled politely.

“You are very gracious, my Queen, but I’m not hungry or thirsty,” I answered.

I tried to give an apologetic smile toward the human woman, but her expression was dazed and faraway. Was she under some kind of spell, or just lost in thought? I probably didn’t want to know the details.

The Queen smiled at me conspiratorially, like we were in on a joke, or I’d passed some silent test, and as she leaned back in her seat, I saw the plunging V-neck of her dress went all the way down to her stomach. She had no navel.

“Very well,” she said, and she waved away the human woman holding the tray without so much as a glance.

Without comment, the servant retreated back the way she’d come, and it was just me and the Queen once more.

The silence, like before, stretched out. It was more tense now that there was only me and this impossibly powerful creature, locked in a room with no witnesses. Not that witnesses would dissuade someone like the Queen of the Seelie from doing exactly what she wanted.

“I know you do not care about Larkspur mac Cassia,” the Queen broke the silence with her honeyed voice.

But the bluntness of her tone threw me off, and I stared at her.

“I care--”

“Do not lie to me,” she warned, and the mask slipped for a moment. Her face sharpened until she smoothed out her expression and smiled again. “You may care about justice, punishment, abstract concepts for which you have made the boy a symbol. But you do not care about him.”

Reluctantly, I had to admit that was probably true. I’d never met the kid. Even Kylah and Kegan didn’t seem to like him very much, and I actively disliked his mother for what she’d done to her older children.

“No more,” the Fae Queen went on, “than I care about what is happening in Phoenix.”

“You… don’t care?” I asked as I blinked at her.

“Why would I?” she replied with a smirk. “The actions of petty humans who have forgotten their pasts, or whatever creatures see fit to call themselves ‘magic’ because they hold a fraction of power. Vampires, werewolves, they are like half-bloods. Imitators, playing at real magic.”

“And humans with the second sight?” I asked.

“The blessed few,” the Fae Queen mused. “Those whose blood has not yet forgotten the Old Ways, before the veil. The ways of the Wild and the Earth. When magic-- true magic-- reigned. The days of angels and demons and the Fair Folk. No, pretty thing. I do not care about Phoenix. I do not care about anything that transpires in the human world. It is not mine to rule.”

“So, if you don’t care, you’ll give me what information you have about Phoenix?” I asked and hardly dared to hope we may succeed easily for once.

Those hopes were dashed a moment later when the Fae Queen laughed.

“Oh, Mother, no!” she laughed and raised a hand to cover her mouth, but I still managed to get a good look at her teeth. Her canines were needle-sharp, almost like a vampire’s. “Why would I give something freely when I could gain something in return? The most sacred law of the Fair Folk is that of the barter, child.”

“So we have to find the true killer,” I said, and the Fae Queen smirked again.

“Oh, no,” she corrected me. “You have to amuse me in your efforts. Whether Larkspur mac Cassia is innocent or guilty, whether you offer up another party as perpetrator, it is of no consequence if you do not entertain me. That is my price.”

“Ent-- entertainment?” I asked, and I felt my heart skip a beat.

That wasn’t something we could guarantee, and the Fae would know if we manufactured a story. It would be a lie and would get us all killed. The Fae Queen wanted us to uncover some kind of juicy drama-- but what if there was none? What if Larkspur really had killed someone?

“You see it now, don’t you?” the Fae Queen asked with a dangerous smile. “You cannot guarantee my entertainment with your investigation. I have allowed it to transpire, but that is not what will buy you the information I may possess, nor your freedom from my realm.”

“How… how would you want to be entertained?” I asked as images of me and Carmen juggling and Kylah doing gymnastics and Asami singing came to mind. “What would buy our freedom? And your information?”

“Do you know how long the Fair Folk live, Leo Rivera?” the Fae Queen asked me.

“Longer than humans,” I said, and she smiled at me like a teacher explaining something simple to a small child.

“Several centuries,” she said. “Upwards of three hundred usually. But myself? And my counterpart in the Unseelie Court? We are over a thousand years old. There is precious little in this world, the world of the living, left to entertain me. I am not someone who can be easily… satiated.”

I swallowed again around a lump in my throat that hadn’t been there a few moments ago, and the Fae Queen watched me as she reclined in her plush seat looking amused and deeply satisfied with herself. Like the cat who’d gotten the cream.

She didn’t look over a thousand years old. Or a hundred, or however it worked by faerie standards. She barely looked thirty, to my human eyes, if you could get around the elongated features and the horns.

But that didn’t mean she wasn’t ancient and cunning, because she was. How many humans had she duped like this? How many people had trapped themselves forever in the lands of Seelie because they hadn’t fully thought through a deal? We were like songbirds to her. Tiny, inconsequential, little more than pets doing tricks.

There was no way we could just walk or run out of this place. Faerie wasn’t a physical location we could just escape from. It was borne of magic, of the old kind before the veil. The Fae Queen was probably close to a god when she was here in her native domain. There was no way we could escape without her knowledge, or her permission.

I knew getting visibly upset or distressed would only increase the entertainment factor for her, so I played into it a little. I slowly curled my hands into fists on my knees and ground my jaw back and forth, and the Queen’s smirk grew.

Now, more than ever, I needed to keep a clear head. I needed to play this smart.

“Then,” I said, “I suppose we’ll have to find something of entertaining value to you during our investigation. Surely the Seelie Court has no shortage of entertainment. The Fair Folk are cunning, after all. Nothing is as it seems.”

The Fae Queen smiled widely at me, but her expression was cold and almost predatory. She was eying me like a piece of meat, like something to sink her teeth into.

“Such a bold little thing,” she said again, and I knew I was walking a knife’s edge with that. Too bold, and I would insult her. Not bold enough, and she’d get bored and probably start torturing me for fun.

“What do you plan to do if there is nothing suitably amusing under the surface?” the Fae Queen continued.

“What would you do to us in that instance?” I asked back.

“It would depend,” the Queen sighed as she tilted her head like a predator watching its prey. “On whether you have interested me at all. But there is an alternative arrangement to your group remaining here in Seelie indefinitely.”

“There is?” I asked, and I braced myself, because it was sure to be something like Kylah and Kegan’s torture or execution. Something awful the pair of them would have to suffer because they’d had the misfortune of being born half-fae.

“I told you I admire the bravado of humans,” the Fae Queen said as her black eyes glinted. “I enjoy it a great deal. Humans like you-- daring, audacious, beautiful-- you amuse me.”

The coldness that had settled over my skin rippled as if a winter breeze had come in from nowhere.

“You would make a fine addition to my revelries,” the Fae Queen continued with a sly smile.

So, that was it.

Hand myself over to the Fae Queen as her new toy. So she could do with me, and to me, whatever she pleased.

“Join my consorts,” the Fae Queen went on. “Become my concubine, mine and mine alone, and I will let your friends go free. I’ll even release those half-bloods, and they can return to the human world with your sister and the others.”

Everything she said felt like a spell. It was intoxicating, like a freshly bloomed flower, or rich, sweet wine. My nose and even my head filled with the overpowering scent of nature, damp earth, wildflowers, and ripened berries.

“And…” I struggled for a moment to remember what I was here for. “… and the information? About Phoenix?”

“Ah…” The Fae Queen gave a low, sultry laugh. It was a warm, rich sound that rolled over me slowly, like molasses. “I’m afraid even a face as pretty as yours could not buy such a thing from me. Not right away, certainly. Perhaps after a decade’s service or two. If you remember.”

For just the briefest second, I tried to imagine what such a life would even be like. Who was to say I’d even last that long? Maybe she would grow bored of me, and kill me.

“You… flatter me, my Queen,” I said carefully.

She chuckled low and cocked her head again to study me. I felt a flash of dislike for the light shirt the guards had dressed me in. It was so much less substantial than my own clothes, and I felt naked even without the Queen’s all-black eyes boring into me.

“Such a pretty thing,” she murmured, more to herself than to me, and she raised a finger to her lips in thought. They were full and plump, begging to be kissed, but I knew they hid needle-sharp fangs.

My nose was filled with the verdant scent of wildflowers and wine, but I knew they were deadly addictive. This woman, if I could have even called her a woman, was silk wrapped around steel.

I refused to let myself fall under her spell.

“I could give you anything and everything your heart desired,” the Fae Queen purred, and her voice had that silky quality to it again.

Was she using some of her magic on me? Trying to sway my decision? Probably, but that was also probably the worst she could do, because if I wasn’t willing, at least partly, then it would be a lie.

And the Fair Folk could not abide lies.

“All you would have to do is swear yourself to be mine and mine alone. Your heart, your life,” she whispered.

I couldn’t deny a part of me, a very small part of me, was tempted. She was beautiful and powerful and intoxicating, but she was more powerful than any other creature I’d ever encountered, and to sign away my freedom to her would be to consign myself to a slow and terrible death.

I remembered the story Kylah had told Carmen and I in that bar in Denver, of a Seelie noble who’d taken a mortal lover and plucked out his eyes when he’d fallen in love with a mortal woman. I didn’t dare think of what the Queen would do if one of her concubines did the same thing, but I was sure eye-plucking would be considered getting off lightly.

“I cannot swear something I do not possess, my Queen,” I said.

The refusal was like a breath of cool, clean air after spending hours, or maybe days, inside the haze of an opium den. My mind suddenly felt clearer, sharper.

“My… heart,” I continued slowly as I struggled to put my thoughts back together. “It hasn’t been my own for a long time. I couldn’t falsely promise you something that is no longer mine to give. I wouldn’t dare.”

“You gave your heart to a half-blood?” the Fae Queen asked, but she seemed amused by the prospect. “Am I not more beautiful?”

“I… I have more than one lover,” I confessed, because it was the only way I could think of to avoid her second question. I couldn’t say I didn’t find her beautiful, because she would definitely get offended, but I also couldn’t agree, because then she’d probably kill or imprison Kylah and Asami to ‘free me up’ or something. “But… but my heart is not only theirs. I have a sister. The last of my blood.”

“Two lovers?” the Queen echoed, and now she definitely sounded amused. “Not by my count. But then, it is not a lie to speak what you… believe… to be the truth.”

I wanted to ask her what she meant by that, but I knew further conversation would just confuse me more and distract me from my true purpose here. The Fae were unfathomable, and it would be best for everyone if I got things done as quickly and straightforwardly as possible.

By some miracle, she didn’t seem horribly offended by my refusal to join her revelries. But I also had a sneaking suspicion that evading her and styling myself as somehow unattainable would come back to bite me in the ass later, or bring some terrible retribution down on Kylah’s-- and possibly also Asami’s-- head.

“Nonetheless, if you cannot entertain me with your little investigation into Larkspur mac Cassia, there will be plenty of future opportunities for you to… reconsider my proposal,” the Fae Queen added with a sultry smile.

Her expression made a shiver run down my spine, and the worst part was the sensation wasn’t entirely unpleasant. Her power truly was unlike anything I’d ever encountered before.

But her meaning was clear: if we didn’t find something useful and juicy in our examination of Larkspur’s case, we were fucked.

Or, more to the point, I was.

I didn’t even want to consider what would happen to Kylah and Kegan if we all ended up trapped here. The best-case scenario was they’d be permanently confined to the ‘guest quarters’ now serving as their prison. But if Larkspur was found guilty and punished, the Fae Queen could use that as an excuse to exact a worse fate.

So, I just couldn’t fail.

“Shall… shall we begin our investigation then, my Queen?” I asked.

“We shall,” the Queen decided, and she raised a hand. “Bring in the others.”

She spoke to no one in particular, or at least no one I could see, but a few moments later, the doors to the main throne room opened, and Carmen, Asami, and Artemis all walked in, each escorted by a pair of guards.

It became abundantly clear just then that the Fae Queen’s decision to speak to me alone had been entirely to freak me out about the true terms of our agreement and to subsequently try to goad me into becoming one of her concubines.

Not that I was surprised, but the more I learned about her, the less I wanted to take her up on that offer. If not for the fact Kylah was a half-faerie and half-noble, I suspected the Fae Queen would’ve taken me anyway, either metaphorically or literally.

I suppressed a shudder.

My sister noticed it and, since she’d been at the front of the procession, was the first to reach me, though Asami followed soon after, and I embraced the two women fiercely and pressed a kiss to each of their foreheads.

“You okay?” Carmen asked me in a hush, and I decided not to tell them-- at least, not at this very moment-- about the Fae Queen’s proposal.

But they would need to know. Just like they’d need to know the truth about our deal, how our livelihoods relied on solving this case not just correctly, but interestingly.

I wasn’t going to tell them now, though, not in front of the Queen, and not when we needed to concentrate.

“My Queen,” Asami said, and she curtsied, as did Artemis and Carmen.

“You may sit,” the Fae Queen said indulgently, and the three women took seats near me, or, more accurately, as far away from the Queen as possible.

For a long moment, no one said anything.

“So, uh…” Carmen began at last. “We, um… we don’t actually know that much about the murder. Only that Larkspur’s been accused.”

The Fae Queen sat back in her chair and leveled her fathomless gaze at my sister while saying nothing. Even though it was just a soft plush seat like an armchair, the way the Queen carried herself made the chair seem like a throne. It was her, not the chair. Her posture, her expression, all of it screamed regal, power, danger.

“Larkspur mac Cassia has been accused of murdering Amaranth nic Hosta,” the Fae Queen explained after she’d watched my sister squirm under her black eyes. “In three days’ time, on the night of the Summer Solstice, he will be forever banished from the lands of Seelie and will join the Sluagh Na Marbh.”

“The, uh, what?” I asked.

“The host of the dead,” Asami translated in an uncomfortable voice.

“What?” Carmen’s eyes widened. “But I thought he wasn’t going to be executed!”

“He will not,” the Fae Queen said, and her voice was stern with disapproval.

Carmen immediately clammed up as her posture went rigid, and I reached out to put a hand on her wrist to calm her. I felt the Fae Queen watch as I did.

Surely she wouldn’t levy the safety of my sister to bend me to her will, would she? Threaten to imprison, torture, or kill Carmen if I didn’t join her revelries?

I decided it was best to not think too deeply about what a Queen of the Fae would or would not do to get what she wanted.

“The Sluagh are the Wild Hunt,” Asami explained to my sister. “That procession of wayward faeries without a Court.”

“The Sluagh are the unforgiven and the eternal,” the Fae Queen said coldly and with no small amount of disgust in her tone. “The hunters who rage across the night, never to atone for their crimes. The dead who are cursed to roam the mortal realm. It is the highest offense to spill the blood of the Wild and the Earth. The boy ought to pay with his life. Be grateful he will not.”

“Of course, my Queen,” I said quickly. “We meant no offense. We simply wish to understand fully what Larkspur’s sentence would be.”

“Less than he desires and more than he deserves,” one of the guards behind us muttered.

If the Fae Queen heard him, and I was sure she did, she didn’t react.

“You have three days to determine whether Larkspur mac Cassia is the culprit,” she then told us, and she waved a hand. “Have them all taken to guest quarters. Do not harm them. Their masters may be half-bloods, but they are noble.”

“Nobility that begets half-breeds and murderers is poor nobility, my Queen,” one of the guards said, and from his voice I could tell it was the same one who’d muttered a moment ago. “Would it not be more befitting of their blood to have them and theirs in… other apartments?”

“Are you questioning me, Tamarisk?” the Fae Queen asked in a warning tone.

“Of course not, my Queen,” the guard said at once, and he inclined his head. “I beg your forgiveness.”

“So indulged,” the Queen sighed in a bored voice. “Now, take them away. I will have them brought to the Court tomorrow morning, so they may begin their… investigation.”

It was obvious in how she said the word that she didn’t expect anything to come of it.

But I was going to prove her wrong.

The six guards quickly herded us out of the side room, and I couldn’t help but glance over my shoulder at the Fae Queen as we left. Her black eyes were fixed right on me, and she wound one slender finger around a long ringlet of dark hair with a coy smile.

Carmen wasted no time in getting down to business once we were out of earshot of the Queen, and she began to question the guards escorting us.

“So, Larkspur’s banishment is only three days away?” she asked them. “Has he already been tried and found guilty or something?”

“Tried?” one of the guards, not Tamarisk, deigned to answer, and he seemed genuinely perplexed by this. “Tried by what?”

“Tried in a court,” my sister explained.

“You are standing within a Court at this very moment,” the guard replied. “Our Queen’s Court. The Court of Seelie. Larkspur mac Cassia was accused of the murder, and so he shall be punished.”

“But… you don’t conduct an investigation? You don’t look for evidence?” Artemis asked. “How can you be sure he’s the culprit?”

“Because unlike humans and half-bloods, the Fair Folk cannot speak untruths,” the guard said in a terse voice. “It is of no consequence. The murderer shall be banished to the Sluagh, which is more than he deserves. He can spend the rest of his life with his heathen father.”

“Father?” My ears pricked up. “Larkspur’s father?”

“The Queen referred to Larkspur as ‘mac Cassia’,” Asami said. “But his father is known?”

“Do not sully these hallways with filthy rumors, Phlox,” Tamarisk snapped, and he turned to us. “The boy’s father is unknown. Dead, or worse. He is ‘mac Cassia’ because she is his noble parent, the only reason he has eluded execution.”

“What’s worse than dead?” Carmen asked. “Imprisoned for similar crimes? Is he human, too?”

“The Queen would never tolerate a half-blood within her Court,” one of the other guards scoffed, but when Tamarisk shot him a look, he shrank back immediately.

“So… what’s bad, but not as bad as a half-faerie?” I asked. “A three-quarter faerie?”

“‘Half-blood’ is not an exact term, human,” Tamarisk said flatly. “Impure blood is impure blood. A single human ancestor will poison the tree down to its roots.”

“I’m curious, what’s the Fair Folk’s doctrine on racism?” Carmen asked in a cheerful tone. “Or, for that matter, eugenics?”

“Monkey!” I hissed, not because I didn’t agree, but because I didn’t want my sister to talk herself into a jail cell-- or worse.

Just because we were away from the Fae Queen didn’t mean we weren’t still in a lot of danger here.

Asami gently laid a hand on my sister’s shoulder, and this seemed to take the edge off Carmen’s nervousness. She always got chatty like this when she was nervous, like she was trying to deflect.

“Sorry about her,” I said to the guards. “This is just, uh… all very new to us.”

“We know,” Tamarisk said in the same flat tone. “But, to answer your question, an Unseelie.”

“What?” I frowned.

“An Unseelie,” Tamarisk repeated, “is bad, but not as bad as a half-blood, as you put it. It is rumored within the Court that Larkspur mac Cassia uses his mother’s name because his father is an Unseelie, one who chose to join the Sluagh.”


Chapter 7

An Unseelie faerie.

The Unseelie, deemed worse than the Seelie in every sense. Whereas the Seelie could be benevolent, even falling in love with humans and siring half-fae children, the Unseelie were a whole other deal. They were the actively malicious, the cruel and sadistic. Asami had told me stories of people wandering into an Unseelie’s trap, being hunted for sport, flayed alive, and forced to kill themselves and their companions in twisted Battle-Royale-style games.

And Larkspur’s father was supposed to be one of them? Worse, one who’d joined the Wild Hunt? The unforgiven and the eternal, the Fae Queen had called them. A host of the dead, filled with faeries yearning for a hunt and unquiet ghosts.

How much of the Seelie/Unseelie divide was innate? How much of it was by choice? Did Larkspur potentially being half-Unseelie have an effect on him as a person? I couldn’t say, because I hadn’t met him yet, but surely it wouldn’t have affected anything with Amaranth. She’d been a full-blooded faerie, after all. Welcome within the Seelie Court, just as Larkspur was.

Or had been.

“Unseelie?” Asami echoed, and her dark eyes were wide. “Well… is there any truth to that? Any proof?”

“Cassia nic Liatris has refused to either confirm or deny the boy’s parentage,” Tamarisk answered.

I reckoned, in Faerie-speak, that was as good as a confirmation, since the Fae couldn’t outright lie. But they were also very, very good at twisting the truth.

In fact…

“Did anyone say outright they saw Larkspur kill Amaranth?” I asked the guards. “Like, explicitly? Did anyone see him murder her?”

“No reports have come forward,” the guard called Phlox told us. “But he was the last person to see Amaranth alive.”

“Wait, you’re going to banish him just based on that?” Artemis demanded. “That’s it?”

“The laws of the Seelie and the will of our Queen are absolute,” Tamarisk said as he continued to stoically stare forward. “If she has decreed Larkspur mac Cassia will be punished, then he shall be punished. She is the daughter of the Wild and the Earth, the oldest and wisest and most beautiful of the Seelie. Only the Fae King could hope to match her.”

“The King of the Unseelie, you mean?” Carmen asked. “Does he get a say in what happens to Larkspur, if his father really is Unseelie?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I don’t think the King would take kindly to the Queen meting out justice on Larkspur if he really is a member of both Courts. And if he isn’t, who leads the Wild Hunt?”

“If his father really is a member of the Hunt, then this is merely the natural conclusion of his destiny,” Tamarisk said sternly. “Blood of the Hunt has no place within the Seelie Court.”

“A lot of things seem to have no place there,” Carmen muttered to me, and I had to bite down on a chuckle.

“And the King has no domain over a boy who was raised within the Seelie Court by a Seelie mother,” Tamarisk continued. “He would no doubt see the boy’s banishment to the Hunt as a relief. Mixed-types are not looked well upon since the Schism of the Courts.”

It seemed like very few things were ‘looked well upon’ by the Seelie, but as uncomfortable as this conversation was, it had also been informative. Larkspur was suspected of murdering Amaranth because he’d been the last person to see her alive. He was already facing prejudice within the Court because of his uncertain parentage, and probably also because he had two half-human half-siblings. Cassia was no doubt keenly aware that her position as a noble within the Seelie Court was becoming precarious, but that position was also the only thing keeping her three children alive.

We came to a doorway a short while later, and Tamarisk opened it for us while Phlox and the other guards herded us inside. I got the sense the faeries wanted us out of the way as quickly as possible, like we were an ugly piece of furniture or a troublesome family member at a reunion.

Out of sight, out of mind.

The rooms were beautiful and tinged with a faint sense of unease, like everything here. The lights were once again will-o’-the-wisp, ensnared by vines or impaled on thorns while flickering. The furniture was the same wrought silver and gold and threaded with vines, and the floor was made of soft moss. Laid out on a large, low table were platters of food. Fruit bigger and more colorful than anything I’d seen in the human world. Small loaves of bread and pastries. Cooked meat. Pitchers of crystal-clear water and jewel-colored wine beckoned, too.

I felt my mouth flood with saliva at the mere sight of it, but I knew it was a trap. One morsel could trap us here forever, no matter what deals we’d made with the Queen.

There were doors behind the assembled tables and couches, though, that presumably led to bedrooms, and the guards clustered around the entrance doors.

“Are we prisoners here, too?” Artemis asked them. “Like Kylah and Kegan?”

“Calla and Kerria are half-bloods, so they have been confined to their quarters by mandate of the Queen,” Tamarisk said. “The four of you may come and go as you please, provided you are escorted by guards.”

“Are we allowed to visit them?” I asked. “The Campbells?”

Tamarisk gave me a withering look, but I held his gaze firmly. He knew what I meant, and now that we were no longer in the presence of the Queen, I wasn’t going to call my girlfriend and my best friend those fake faerie names.

“I will raise that issue with the Queen,” the faerie man said at last. “They may possess useful information pertaining to your… investigation.”

From the way he said ‘investigation,’ I knew Tamarisk had a clear sense of what this was really about. Entertaining the Seelie Queen. She’d probably enjoy seeing us speak with Kylah and Kegan and comparing notes while under heavy guard, confined to glittering rooms that were, nonetheless, a prison.

“If that’s everything, then you guys can piss off,” my sister told the guards blandly. “We have important detective work to get down to. Can’t risk you guys sullying our process.”

She made a shooing motion with her hands, and I swore I saw one of Tamarisk’s eyes twitch.

“Of course,” I said quickly to get their disapproval and attention off my sister, “if you have any more information about Amaranth or her death that could prove useful, now would be the time to tell us.”

There was a long moment in which no one spoke. Tamarisk looked at me sternly, but the guards behind him exchanged looks and shuffled on their feet. After several tense moments, Phlox took a step forward.

“Amaranth was… peculiar, but well-liked,” he told me. “She believed the Fair Folk were oft too hard upon humans and half-bloods. She disapproved loudly of the Unseelie’s traditions in that respect. If Larkspur mac Cassia’s father really is Unseelie, or Sluagh, he would have had reason to silence her.”

I looked at the faerie man for a long moment. He seemed on the younger side, or at least I thought he did. It was hard to tell with faeries, who lived for centuries and didn’t look all that human, but he seemed younger, whatever the Fae equivalent of twenty would be. Unlike some of the faeries I’d seen within the Court, those who were older, those who were considered the upper crust of the Seelie, he came off as kinder, or at least less outwardly disgusted by humans.

“Phlox, right?” I asked him, and he nodded. “Do you believe Larkspur killed Amaranth?”

“What I believe is of no consequence,” he said. “It is our Queen’s prerogative to declare and punish the guilty.”

“I know,” I said. “But do you believe, truly, that Larkspur is the killer? He’s younger than Calla and Kerria, right? He can’t be much older than twenty in human years. Do you think someone so young could be capable of such a crime?”

“Age is rarely a limitation on such actions,” the faerie man said. “As for what I believe… I suppose I do not know. I was not present. But I trust our Queen to see that justice is dealt.”

“That’s all we want, too,” I said. “Justice for the deceased. Which means locating the true killer.”

Tamarisk and Phlox nodded curtly at me, and I wondered if I could get away with slamming the door in their faces. I decided instead to just close it, very pointedly. Any transgressions I or the others committed would surely be brought down on Kylah and Kegan’s heads.

Even so, as I closed the door, Tamarisk glared at me with narrow eyes, and I couldn’t stop the small sigh of relief that huffed out of me once the four of us were finally left alone.

Well, not really alone. But as alone as we could be in a place like this. And I certainly felt alone without Kylah and Kegan at my side.

“Shit,” Carmen muttered, and I turned to see she was looking out of the glass wall-window that spanned the entire right side of the room. “The sun’s setting.”

“Is that really the sun, though?” Artemis asked her as she took a step forward to stand beside my sister. “I mean, we’re not in the mortal world anymore. Not on the same plane of existence. So, is that the same sun?”

“I don’t know if it’s the same one we see, but it’s still their sun,” Asami answered.

“Where did the day go?” my sister groaned. “It was morning when we arrived here.”

“Time moves differently in different planes,” the researcher explained. “Especially when someone crosses between them, there can be… slips. Weeks, months, even years in some cases. That might be part of the reason why the Fair Folk are so long-lived. They age on a different timescale than us.”

“Really?” I asked, and Asami nodded.

“Even humans who come here tend to age more slowly than if they’d remained in the mortal world,” she said. “I bet if you spoke to some of the Queen’s attendants, they’d think it was still the nineties or something.”

“Yikes,” I remarked.

That felt… creepy. In a way I couldn’t quite pin down. To be so spaced out, to be so unaware of the world you’d left behind. Did their friends and family know what had happened to them? Were those friends and family even still alive?

The zoned-out expression of the red-headed woman came to mind again. She’d looked my age, but was she really? Maybe she hadn’t just been lost in thought.

“This place is… unexpectedly hospitable,” Carmen mused as she ran a finger along the tabletop and inspected it for dust, and I wondered if dust even existed here in Faerie, since most dust was old human skin, and I had no idea if faeries shed their skin like humans did. “I would’ve thought they’d lock us up at the first opportunity. Trespassers that we are.”

“The Queen probably wants to keep us under close watch,” Artemis said from where she was leaning against the wall next to one of the huge arch windows and looking out. From where I was standing, the only thing to see was green plants and the sunset. “We can lie, after all. The Fair Folk don’t like that. It’s more than an insult-- they’re scared of it.”

“So, what would happen if I went up to a faerie and said something like… my skin is bright blue?” Carmen asked the werewolf woman. “Would they run screaming?”

“I’d imagine it would be more visceral than that,” Asami said. “It’s… unpleasant to them. Disgusting, I suppose. Wrong, twisted, however you want to phrase it. Dishonesty is cheap and easy for other creatures. The Fair Folk pride themselves on twisting the truth.”

“And what a thing to be proud of,” Artemis muttered. “Lies without lying. Manipulation and deceit.”

“The Fair Folk value cunning over brute strength,” Asami said. “If we want to win their respect, we need to do the same.”

I thought of when I’d first met Artemis, how her cousin Lyall had jumped me. How I’d been made to fight Mani to win the werewolves’ respect. How Ralph Chander had demanded the same in return for information about Jamison.

“There’s no honor in that,” Artemis scoffed, and she crossed her arms defensively, or perhaps the gesture was actually nervous. “In tricking people. In a physical fight, everything’s up-front. None of this underhanded trickery.”

“I’ll be the first to admit I prefer a straight-up brawl to a game of wits, but that isn’t going to work here,” I said. “We have to beat the Fair Folk at their own game if we want to escape. Or to get information about Phoenix.”

“Escape?” Carmen asked as her eyes snapped to me. “What do you mean?”

I swallowed as I realized this was the best chance I would have to explain the full scope of our predicament.

“When I spoke with the Queen, she explained the full terms of our… situation,” I told the three women. “When she agreed to our investigation, she set a price for us to leave Faerie.”

“To find the real murderer?” Carmen asked, but from the expression on her face, I knew she knew it was more complicated than that.

“To entertain her,” I corrected. “As we search for the killer, we need to be entertaining. To uncover gossip or something.”

“But what if Larkspur really is the killer?” Artemis asked. “Or it was someone else, and they did it for boring reasons, and Larkspur just coincidentally caught the blame?”

“Then we’re stuck here,” I said. “Unless… well…”

“Unless what?” Asami prompted in a gentle tone.

I reached out my arm, and she clasped my hand between both of hers. A simple touch of her skin against mine made me feel more grounded.

“Unless I agree to join the Fae Queen’s… consorts,” I finished awkwardly. “Apparently, she’s, uh… taken a liking to me. She said she would grant you all your freedom, Kylah and Kegan, too, if I joined her.”

“No,” Carmen said at once. “Absolutely not. I’m not letting that woman make you into her… into her fucktoy!”

“Agreed,” Asami said firmly. “Becoming a faerie’s consort is a dangerous thing.”

“I’m aware, which is why I refused,” I said. “But if things go wrong, it might be the way out we need.”

“No,” Artemis growled, and when I looked at the werewolf woman, her amber eyes were fierce. “We’re not going to give these fucks the satisfaction of getting to us. Of getting us. We six are all leaving this place. We’re leaving with the information on Phoenix. And we’re not letting an innocent take the fall for murder.”

Everyone was looking at Artemis by the time she finished speaking, and the air seemed charged somehow. I was abruptly very thankful she’d chosen to join up with us, to come to Faerie. Even though the Fae didn’t much like the strength-based, brute-force approach, I was grateful for Artemis and her ability to cut through layers of inference, straight to the heart of a matter.

“… what if Larkspur really is guilty, then?” Carmen asked in a hesitant voice. She, too, seemed a little intimidated by Artemis’ ferocity, but the smile slowly spreading across her cheeks made it clear she was also impressed.

“Then we wring Cassia’s neck for dragging us pointlessly into this mess,” Artemis replied flatly.

“Agreed,” Asami said with a sharp nod. “And besides, this is the Seelie Court. I’d be more surprised if there wasn’t any underlying drama.”

“Yeah, something tells me you don’t get to this kind of privileged position without having a few skeletons in your closet,” I agreed, which meant it would be up to us to root them out for the rest of the Court to delight in.

“That should be easy enough, but we still only have three days,” Carmen pointed out. “The Summer Solstice, right? That’s the twenty-first of June.”

“The twenty-first? That’s Kylah and Kegan’s birthday.” I frowned. “Do you think that means something?”

“Unlikely,” Asami told me. “The Solstices are some of the most important dates in the Fair Folk’s calendar, along with the Equinoxes. If Kylah and Kegan were full-blooded, they’d probably be lauded as good omens and given high positions within the Court because their birthdays coincide with such an important date.”

“But because they’re half-human, they’re only afforded the courtesy of not being executed on sight,” my sister scoffed. “Right. Well. We can worry about buying gifts and throwing parties later.”

“Yeah,” I said with a nod. “We have to figure out what happened when Amaranth was killed, and if Larkspur really is to blame.”

“Easier said than done,” Artemis grumbled, and she crossed her arms again. “A faerie would sooner thank you than give you a straight answer.”

“We can worry about that tomorrow, though, it’s late,” Asami said reasonably. “We’ll need to be well-rested to face what’s coming. Never mind the fact we’re severely limited to what we can and can’t eat.”

“I thought we couldn’t eat anything,” I said. “We’ll be trapped here forever, or something.”

“Broadly, yes, but that’s because eating and drinking food that isn’t freely given, or traded, puts you in the faerie’s debt,” the researcher explained. “Still, in somewhere like the Seelie Court, I’d be reluctant even to barter for food.”

“Barter?” Carmen repeated. “I didn’t bring my wallet.”

“The Fair Folk don’t care about money,” Asami said. “But we can worry about that tomorrow morning.”

“I don’t like the idea of sleeping here,” my sister said with a frown, and she plucked at her flowing yellow dress. “I’d feel too exposed.”

“Me, too,” Artemis said. “It was one thing to sleep alone in my own apartment. Not here.”

“You could sleep with me if you want,” Carmen offered. “The rooms looked big enough for two. And Asami and Pip can take another.”

“I like the sound of that,” I agreed.

My sister had probably become very used to sleeping in a bed with Kegan, and I had no doubt in my mind that the twins would be huddled together in their own bedroom. Carmen and I often slept in one another’s beds growing up, during fierce storms or when one of us had a particularly nasty day. The darkness felt less threatening with someone else next to you.

I could see Artemis was pleased to have a reason to not sleep alone tonight, but I suspected she was also pleased to see how far we’d all come to trust her, that we felt at ease sleeping in the same room as her. She hugged Asami goodnight, and I kissed the top of Carmen’s forehead before they both retired to one of the bedrooms.

“We should probably sleep, too,” Asami said while looking at the door Carmen just closed.

In the moonlight, her purple dress looked pale as mist, and I could see the outline of her figure through the thin material, similar to the Fae Queen’s dress.

The memory of the Queen’s gaze was heavy in my mind. There was no denying she was beautiful-- tempting, even-- but I knew it was all a trick, and if I really let her sink her teeth into me, she’d be sure to bite down and never let go. She’d sooner rip me to pieces.

“Yeah,” I said vaguely. My gaze had slipped out of focus, but I felt my eyebrows draw together in a frown. “It’ll be weird without Kylah, though.”

“It will,” Asami sighed. “I’ve gotten very used to having the pair of you beside me at night. I imagine the bed would feel quite empty.”

She sniffled a bit as she said this, and one golden bangle glittered as she raised her hand to wipe quickly at her eye, where a tear had formed.

“Hey,” I said gently, and I raised my arms to gather her into a hug.

“I’m worried about her, Leo,” Asami said in an unsteady voice. “About both of them. This place is tied to so many terrible memories for them.”

“I know,” I admitted. “But they have each other, yeah? You know Kegan would never let anything bad happen to Kylah, and vice-versa. Just like me with Carmen. They’ll keep each other safe, and we’ll save them. It’ll all work out.”

“How can you be sure, though?” Asami asked me tearfully. “Not that I don’t trust you, but… here, we need to question everything. We can’t take anything for granted.”

“I know,” I said again. “But there’s some things we don’t have to question. Like the fact we’re all a team. The fact you can trust me, and Carmen, and Artemis. No matter what the Fae might try to imply, or make you think.”

Asami nodded and nuzzled her head into the crook of my shoulder. For a long moment, the pair of us just stood there embracing and trying not to think of how we lacked a third pair of arms.

I was glad Kylah was with Kegan. At least the Fae Queen hadn’t ordered them to be separated, so that was something. But even so, I knew we all would have preferred to be in a single group right now.

Sometimes it scared me, how close we’d become in such a short time, but mostly I was just glad for a family to rely on. I loved Carmen in a way I didn’t love anyone else-- she was my last remaining blood relative, my only sister, my twin-- but it was unfair and unreasonable for me to put all of my love and problems on her, or for her to do that to me. Humans were social creatures, and we needed entire groups, family units, to really live.

A pack, one might say, and I thought of how Artemis had so easily slipped into our family unit, and how glad I was she was here to help all of us keep our heads straight, and to keep an eye on my sister on this lonely night.

“Leo,” Asami murmured, and I felt her hand on my cheek as she tilted my face down to meet hers.

Her lips were soft and warm, her kiss almost mournful. It felt like a relief to indulge in something so gentle when we both felt so exposed, so uneven. I hadn’t realized until this moment just how much I’d come to rely on Kylah and Asami. They had woven themselves so tightly inside my heart, the way the vines of this place wove throughout the stone. To try and separate them would be to destroy them both.

I kissed Asami back hungrily and was eager to make myself forget about this wretched day. About being separated from Kylah, about being propositioned by the Fae Queen, whose gaze still burned in my mind’s eye, as fierce and blinding as the sun.

Kylah was like the sun, but kinder, more nurturing. She was the light that let plants grow instead of scorching them to ash. Asami was like the moon, softer and cooler, equal and opposite. It was easier and easier to forget the Fae Queen’s heat with every subsequent kiss. I reminded myself that Asami and I were human, and Kylah was human in all the ways that mattered.

“Leo…” Asami said again, but this time it was breathless. Her arms slid up my shoulders, and one of her hands scraped lightly at the base of my skull and through my hair.

My arms wrapped tight around her waist to pull her flush against me, and our kisses became deeper and more desperate as we both began to wordlessly seek solace in one another. Asami nipped at my bottom lip with her teeth, and I kissed a trail down her neck, kissed her pulse point, and smiled when she let out a soft moan. She pushed me back into a wall and pressed herself against me. I grasped at her ass with one hand and then pulled her leg up by the knee to lock around my hips, and our breathing came in harsh pants as I slid my hand up Asami’s leg and under the floating hem of her purple dress, to hike it up around her waist.

When I got to her hip, I realized she wore nothing underneath.

I pulled away from our kiss to grin at her, and I realized in the moonlight the sheer material had become all but transparent. Maybe it was the lilac color, or the angle of the light on her skin, but I could see the outline of her body almost as clearly as if she’d been wearing nothing. I raised a hand to squeeze her breast and rubbed a thumb over her nipple, and she let out a soft moan and pulled my lips back to hers.

As I reached down to grab Asami by her hips, I turned us around so she was the one with her back pressed to the wall. She began to tug at my pants as I tried to gather up the floaty skirts, and we were fully prepared to have sex right there against the wall when there was a knock at the chamber door.

Asami and I jumped away from one another.

“Did you hear that?” I asked her, and after a moment of hesitation, she nodded.

“Who would be here at this time?” she asked me, but then her expression brightened with hope. “Do you think it’s Kylah and Kegan?”

Admittedly, I hoped the same, but I wasn’t convinced it was Kylah and Kegan at the door. The Fae Queen had made it clear the Campbells would be kept under close guard for as long as we were here.

I stepped away from Asami, and as the researcher began to rearrange her skirts to cover herself, I went over to the front door of the quarters we’d been given.

Maybe it was one of the guards. We’d forgotten to do something, or the Queen had changed her mind about something, or maybe we’d committed some unknown faux pas, and now we had to pay.

But it wasn’t any of those things, I realized, when I pulled open the door.

It was Cassia.


Chapter 8

“Leo Rivera,” Cassia said, and she gave a curt nod.

“What are you doing here?” I asked the faerie woman, and then I noticed the guards on either side of the door, who were eyeing Cassia, and me, with no small amount of suspicion.

I reached out, took hold of Cassia’s wrist, and pulled her through the doorway into the room.

“Leo?” Asami asked, and by the time I turned to look at her, her eyes had gone wide from recognizing Cassia.

Her light tawny cheeks then flushed red with anger, and she stalked toward the faerie woman, who was easily over a foot and a half taller than Asami.

“You!” the Japanese woman hissed, and her lilac skirts whipped around her dramatically as she approached Cassia. “How dare you show your face here?”

“Asami Tanaka,” Cassia said in a placid, unconcerned tone.

“Congratulations, you heard my name,” Asami sneered. “Well, I know your name, too, Cassia nic Liatris! And I know what you did! You abandoned your two children with their father because he was human! You robbed them of half of their culture and heritage! You made them fear belonging somewhere, loving people, trying to start a family!”

“You are good friends with my elder children, then?” Cassia asked, still in that weirdly even voice.

“A damn sight more than you ever were!” Asami retorted.

I thought about interrupting her, but she hadn’t tried to physically strike Cassia, and I suspected this outburst was a long time coming.

Not to mention, Cassia kind of deserved it.

“You abandoned them because they were bad for your image!” Asami continued. “And as if that wasn’t enough, it poisoned their relationship with their father, too. They grew up inside a Sanctuary, being distrusted and shunned by almost everyone around them! And you dare to call them here for a favor? To save your ‘pure’ faerie-blooded child? Relying on the blood ties you share, not that you ever did a single thing for them!”

“You are angry for how I have treated them,” Cassia said, and I had to resist the urge to say something like ‘well, duh!’

“Oh, so you noticed,” Asami said in an icy voice, and her eyes narrowed. “What are you even doing here? Come to beg for another undeserved favor?”

“I have no intention of leaving my debt to you or my children unpaid,” Cassia said. “I wish to speak with you all about my son, Larkspur.”

“Well, I don’t!” Asami declared. “I don’t know him, and I’m only here because I care about Kylah and Kegan, which is a lot more than I can say for you.”

“Calla and Kerria would not have been safe here in the Court,” Cassia said. “Half-bloods are not looked well upon.”

“I know they’d be looked upon better if you actually took responsibility for being their mother,” Asami snarled. “They’re only here and only imprisoned because of you! Do you have any idea how monumentally selfish you are? Offering them up like sacrifices to save your younger child?”

“I love Calla and Kerria--” Cassia started, but Asami threw up a hand.

“Their names are Kylah and Kegan,” she corrected the faerie woman in a very deliberate voice, and she enunciated every word clearly.

“Calla and Kerria are the names I gave them when they were born,” Cassia countered. “And as you have pointed out multiple times now, I am their mother.”

“As she also pointed out several times, you haven’t done anything to help them,” I said, since it now seemed like a good point to interject. “The least you can do is respect their choice to go by different names.”

“They are of Faerie,” Cassia argued. “It is fitting they should have Fae names.”

“And they are human, which you and yours are all too eager to remind them of at every moment,” Asami said. “They choose to go by Kylah and Kegan. Respect that. Or we have no further business with you.”

Cassia looked at Asami for a long moment and then turned her all-green eyes onto me, and I nodded wordlessly. There was no way I wasn’t going to present a united front with Asami. Especially when it came to defending Kylah and Kegan.

“I suppose I should be relieved my children have such fervent allies at their sides,” the faerie woman said at last.

“You’re damn right,” I said. “They’re the only reason we’re even here. We refused to let them deal with all this faerie bullshit alone. Not after all they suffered at your hands.”

Cassia’s lovely, elongated, creepy face pinched in distaste.

“You would do well to remember I am a lady of the Seelie Court,” she said in a stiff voice. “You ought to address me with more respect.”

“Or what?” I challenged. “You’ll let it slip to the Queen that I think you’re an embarrassment of a parent? It’s already clear she doesn’t think much of you.”

“More than that,” Asami added. “If you do it anyway, there’s no way Kylah and Kegan will help you. You’ll be sealing Larkspur’s fate.”

“Luckily for you, we have a reason to care about Larkspur,” I said as I crossed my arms over my chest. “Kylah and Kegan are nicer than you deserve, you know. They wanted to come here because they refused to let him get punished for something he might not have done, even though as we understand it, his punishment will be minimal because of his status.”

“Being forced to join the Sluagh is no minor consequence,” Cassia told me, and her voice was bitter. “He will be ripped from me forever. He will abandon his family and his blood, and his home will be the eternal hunt. His soul will never know peace.”

“Better that than death,” Asami said.

“Better no punishment at all,” Cassia shot back.

“Be honest,” I said. “Not that I think you would lie, but I know it’s the nature of the Fair Folk to twist the truth. If Larkspur was guilty, irrefutably guilty, would you still be asking us to find another faerie to pin the blame on? To allow him to evade punishment?”

“What mother would condemn her son to such a fate?” Cassia demanded. “I have a duty to my blood to keep him safe from harm.”

“And Kylah and Kegan?” Asami asked. “What safety was there in asking them to come here? And if they did agree to lie for you, for Larkspur, what punishment do you think they’d face if they were found out?”

Cassia fell silent and looked away as her expression tightened.

“We’re going to investigate and come to our own conclusion,” I broke the silence after a long moment. “And like I said, we didn’t come here because we care about Larkspur. We’re here because Kylah and Kegan refuse to let a potential miscarriage of justice occur. Even within the Seelie Court, even at the risk of their own wellbeing. And because they think we can trade.”

“Information on Phoenix,” Cassia said dully. “You intend to use my son as a bargaining chip.”

“I intend to see real villains face justice,” I corrected. “Both inside the Seelie Court and back in the human world.”

Cassia appraised me for a long moment, with her all-green eyes narrowed and her lips pursed. The longer I looked at her, the more she looked like Kylah. It was as though my brain was adjusting to the weirdness of faerie anatomy, and now I was able to pick out more similarities.

Still, I couldn’t understand what Mr. Campbell could have seen in Cassia, why he would have chosen her as a lover. She was self-absorbed, for one thing, and very good at ignoring things she didn’t like or made her look bad. Though, with all that said, she didn’t strike me as someone who would take a human lover against their will.

I couldn’t say the same for the Queen. Every time I thought back to her proposition, I had to suppress a shudder, and to force those thoughts away, I remembered what it felt like to hold Asami and kiss her.

As I thought about that, I was seized by the urge to do it again. Which was weird. Not because I didn’t want to kiss Asami-- honestly, there were very few times when I didn’t, if any-- but because Cassia was with us, and we were in the middle of a very serious conversation about Larkspur, and murders, and Phoenix.

“You seem distracted,” Cassia said to me, and I felt my cheeks warm with slight embarrassment.

“No, I--” I started but then cut myself off. It was a grave offense to lie to a faerie, and even though I’d already pushed Cassia’s buttons, that seemed like one line best left uncrossed.

Still, I wasn’t about to tell her the reason I was distracted was because Asami and I had been on the verge of having sex when Cassia knocked on the door, or that I was eager to get back to it, even though we definitely had more important things to think about right now.

I was starting to understand the appeal of the faerie method of omitting or twisting the truth to avoid being totally, one hundred percent frank.

“You are distracted,” Cassia said firmly. “Both of you.”

I was halfway through bracing myself for awkward questions-- and potentially having to tell this woman Asami and I were in a polyamorous relationship with her daughter, which would definitely be a super chill and fun and relaxing conversation to have-- when Cassia sharply turned away from the pair of us.

She walked toward the door, and I was half-expecting her to just leave, to walk out and give no further explanation about why she’d come or what she wanted, but instead she reached up to the top of the doorway and pulled something off the top of the frame.

It was a bundle of pale pink flower buds, tied together with a leather string.

“Just as I thought,” Cassia murmured to herself. Then, while still clenched in her fist, the flowers burst into flame.

Asami and I both leaped away, but after a moment, it became obvious the fire wasn’t hurting Cassia, and the longer the flames burned, I realized she must have been the cause of it.

“Your magical affinity?” Asami asked the faerie woman, and Cassia nodded.

“I understand Cal-- ” she started but then stopped herself. “Kylah’s affinity is for light magic, is it not? Oftentimes, affinities are related across bloodlines.”

“So, what’s wrong with those flowers?” I asked. “Why burn them?”

The smoke wafting up from the cremated plants smelled oddly sweet and made me feel a bit woozy, a bit like I was standing next to someone smoking weed.

“Revelwort,” Cassia answered as she began to grind her fingers together and crushed the blackened flowers into ash. “Even unburned, its effects can be powerful. The scent intoxicates, lowers inhibitions. Make tea from the blooms, and it’s more potent than any human alcohol. A key ingredient in many love potions, and an essential for any revelry.”

“Someone was trying to… roofie us?” I asked. At least it explained why Asami and I had suddenly been so overcome with desire for one another. “Why?”

“Any number of reasons.” Cassia shrugged lightly. “To sway you toward a certain outcome, to trick you into making a mistake that would trap you here. Possibly even just to make entertainment of the humans who have found themselves guests in the Seelie Court.”

I remembered the Fae Queen’s proposition again. Had this been her doing? To try and sway me into becoming her consort? With a dazed, blissed-out expression and a golden collar around my neck?

“You must be vigilant,” Cassia then said as she brushed the last of the ashes from her palm. “Just because these rooms are for your use does not make them safe, or free from external tampering.”

“We know,” Asami said. “We just didn’t know revelwort was something we’d… have to look out for.”

“The ways of the Fair Folk are many and cunning,” Cassia told us. “But I did not come here simply to espouse warnings.”

“You want to talk about Larkspur, I assume?” I asked.

“Not simply that,” she said. “A noble murdered Amaranth nic Hosta. Someone within the Seelie or Unseelie Courts.”

“Unseelie?” Asami asked. “How would they have gotten so close to Amaranth? And why would they care enough about her to kill her?”

“I don’t know the details, but I am certain it was a noble,” Cassia said. “The presence of revelwort would suggest someone wants you to come to a certain conclusion, but what that conclusion is, I cannot say.”

“Most likely that the killer is your son.” I raised an eyebrow. “Is Larkspur’s father really an Unseelie faerie?”

“The killer is of noble blood,” Cassia said as she completely ignored my question. “No one outside the Courts would dare do such a thing, for fear of the repercussions. It is a difficult thing, to trick the Courts.”

“Who would want Amaranth dead?” I asked. “One of the guards told us she was well-liked. He can’t have lied, can he?”

“No,” Cassia answered. “And Amaranth was well-liked.”

“He also told us she didn’t approve of the Unseelie,” Asami said. “She was quite outspoken about it, apparently. Would Larkspur have a reason to be offended by this?”

This time, Cassia didn’t ignore the question entirely. She still didn’t answer it, but from the slight purse of her lips, I could tell we were starting to get to her.

“I would never condemn my son to banishment or execution,” she replied eventually. “Regardless of who his father is, or whether he is guilty or innocent. I asked Kylah and Kegan here because I believed they could help.”

“Because you thought they would lie to the Queen if Larkspur was guilty, not because you thought they could find proof of his innocence,” I said in a stern tone. “What’s the penalty for a half-blood lying to the Queen of Seelie? Death? Torture?”

Cassia pursed her lips again.

“Like we said before,” Asami told the faerie woman. “We’ll help you, but not because of any loyalty we feel to you, or to Faerie. Only because Kylah and Kegan insisted on coming, and because we have our own mysteries to unravel.”

“Your phoenixes, yes,” Cassia said with a distracted wave of her hand.

“No, Phoenix. Arizona,” Asami said in a pointed tone. “People have been going missing, all types of magicals. And we suspect there’s someone in the Court who’s heard something. Don’t the Fair Folk trade in tongues?”

“All kinds.” The faerie woman smiled, and the expression was sharp and edged like a knife. “Some are too bloody to transport, though. And everyone envies those of silver.”

“Have you heard anything about Phoenix, then?” I asked, and Cassia cocked her head as she looked at me.

“Spare my son from punishment, and I may answer that question,” she replied. “Now, the hour is late, and you have much to attend to. I’ll take my leave.”

Asami gave a frustrated huff and turned on her heel in a whirlwind of lilac gauze, but I stayed behind. Not because I had any fondness for Cassia, or any interest in displaying manners, but because I had another question.

One I suspected she would be willing to answer.

Cassia had already turned away by the time I heard the bedroom door close behind me, signaling that Asami was no longer in the room, so I had to reach out and catch Cassia’s arm to get her attention.

For a moment, I was transfixed by the sight of my fingers around her bicep. Her skin was so pale, like ivory. Cassia looked almost like a ghost. Kylah and Kegan were fair-skinned, but I suspected even they would have looked tanned next to their mother. Next to my complexion, it looked like I was holding a marble statue.

More than that, though, was the complete lack of any fizzing sensation, any of that static-electricity-like feeling I’d felt when Amaryllis touched me in Pandemonium all those weeks ago. She’d explained it then how I was new to magic and sensitive to it. That was the advantage my isolation-- and Carmen’s-- had given us. Only we could see auras clearly, only we could sense magic so acutely, so much so that it had formed part of our magical affinities.

I was the one who could seek out magic, identify auras and amplify them. Carmen was the one who could sense things more broadly, like danger. I could only imagine how haywire her ‘Spidey-Sense’ would be going in a place like this. I was glad she had Artemis to keep her company through the night.

Cassia watched me with her all-green eyes, and her expression was impossible to read.

“You have a question?” she asked me.

“The Fae Queen’s… servants,” I said in a careful tone as I dropped her arm. “Her human attendants. Were they like me once?”

The faerie woman raised one eyebrow and looked me up and down very slowly.

“‘Like you’ how?” she asked, but something in her tone suggested she already knew what I was getting at.

“Were they…”

My voice caught as I tried to ask the question, and for the first time since we’d arrived here, I realized just how afraid I was. Of how we were in over our heads with these creatures, with their Queen, of how Kylah and Kegan would be punished for our mistakes, of how we might all end up trapped here forever.

Of the choice I would have to make if we didn’t sufficiently ‘entertain’ the Queen.

“Were they trying to help?” I asked, and my voice was a little steadier this time. “Did they just… get in too deep?”

“Everyone who comes to the lands of Faerie has a different story,” Cassia remarked. “Some come willingly, eager to find a new life-- or to escape an old one. Some come upon our lands by accident and are beguiled into staying.”

“Tricked, you mean,” I said flatly. “They’re tricked into staying. The Queen’s attendants… they’re trapped here. They can’t leave.”

“Yes and no,” Cassia told me. “There are no physical barriers preventing them from leaving. It is difficult for someone not of the Wild and the Earth to find doorways between worlds, but not impossible.”

“So… they’re choosing to stay here?” I frowned.

“Some of them,” Cassia replied. “In a sense, all of them. They know whatever life in Faerie that awaits them outside the Court would be far less favorable to what they have now. And others…”

She trailed off, and there was something silky about her voice that made something cold run down my spine.

“Others?” I prompted in a low voice. I was certain I didn’t want to know what Cassia had been going to say, but I was equally certain I needed to know.

“The lands of Faerie are not like the human world,” the faerie woman explained. “The plants that grow here may become… twisted. Tainted. Where rivers flow upstream and roots reach toward the sky.”

Her voice was dreamy, a little bit like the Fae Queen’s, but there was none of the haziness, the sensation of being lulled into a false sense of security. Instead, I felt a little like a child being told a bedtime story.

Maybe I was. I had no idea how old Cassia was.

“There are plants known to have restorative properties,” she continued. “To clear the mind. Bring lost memories to the surface. But others, twisted and tainted as they are, have the reverse effect. Drops in the eyes, tea brewed from the leaves… a troublesome memory may be purged. Or perhaps more.”

The feeling of being told a story vanished as suddenly as if I’d been drenched in cold water.

“What?” I asked. “You mean… some of the people… their memories are gone? They gave up their memories? Why… why would they do that?”

“Some cannot bear to remember what they left behind,” Cassia answered. “It is too painful, or perhaps it was too lovely and instead the pain comes from having left. Others… the Fae Queen will grow tired of your stories eventually. Her amusement with human tales is not without limit. Some of her attendants do not learn to hold their tongues. At least in the Court of Seelie, your tongue remains in your mouth. I suspect the King is not so generous.”

I supposed I shouldn’t have been surprised. A woman-- not that the Fae Queen was really a woman-- who took pleasure in others’ distress would of course have no qualms about forcibly erasing someone’s memory.

“Of course, others were simply too young to remember,” Cassia went on, and her tone was thoughtful now.

Maybe she was even enjoying telling me all this, seeing my shock and horror. Did she know the Queen propositioned me? Had she guessed from my question?

“Children wander in the woods,” the faerie woman explained. “Such a sad thing, a lost child. But the Fair Folk are hospitable. Children are so pretty, after all. And if they grow up and remain pretty, so much the better. There is so much interference with humanity these days, fewer children left wandering alone. But the days of Hamelin are long past.”

“Hamelin?” I repeated. “Like the Pied Piper of Hamelin?”

“Where do you think the Piper took the children?” Cassia asked me with an amused smile. “And why do you think he took payment in the form of children?”

Was it worse, I wondered, to forget your life to live in Faerie, or to come to Faerie before you had a life to forget?

“Be mindful of more revelwort, Leo Rivera,” Cassia then said to me. “That is advice I will give to you freely. That, and this: it is better our Queen smiles upon your face than turns you away. Her favor is like fire. Dangerous… but useful.”

“And I suppose you know a fair bit about fire,” I said, and I looked at the small pile of ash on the mossy floor.

Cassia smiled at me knowingly and then showed herself out. Then, as if in a daze, I headed into the room Asami had gone to and climbed into the bed.

“Do you think Larkspur did it?” Asami asked me as I settled down against the pillows.

They were almost obscenely soft and plush. I felt like I could melt into them.

“I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “I haven’t even met the kid yet. Surely I should have a conversation with him before I think about condemning him to be banished.”

“Maybe not,” she said as she snuggled up next to me and laid her head on my shoulder. “Maybe meeting him will just cloud your judgment. If he’s nice, you might want to prove his innocence because you like him. If he’s an asshole, you might not notice evidence of innocence because you want him to be guilty.”

“Alright then,” I said. “What does the evidence say so far?”

“The evidence says Amaranth didn’t like the Unseelie very much,” the researcher mused. “She didn’t approve of how they treat humans, or half-faeries.”

“It would make sense that Larkspur killed her if his dad’s Unseelie,” I said. “But clearly Cassia isn’t going to tell us. And I doubt Larkspur would, either. Assuming he even knows. She might not have told him.”

As far as I could see, in Faerie, it was sometimes safer not to know things.

My sleep that night was restless, and I was plagued by dreams of what fate awaited me if I took the Queen’s offer. I dreamt I couldn’t remember my name. I dreamt I was tormented by the people I’d had to leave behind. I dreamt my mouth had no tongue, because the Queen finally tired of my stories. By the time I opened my eyes and saw sunlight through the tall curtains, I almost felt more tired than when I’d gone to sleep.

But I shook myself out of it quickly. We had an important task ahead of us, and I’d need to focus, no matter what the Fae Queen wanted of me.

As it had felt weird to fall asleep without Kylah, it felt just as weird to wake up without her, and I could tell Asami felt the same as she and I got dressed. The clothes we’d arrived in yesterday were sitting on top of a chest of drawers next to the door, but I had no idea if they’d been there the previous night.

They’d clearly been washed and smelled strongly of something floral, but I was still grateful to have my shirt and jeans back, instead of being consigned to wear the floaty, insubstantial fabric I’d been dressed in yesterday. Asami, however, was looking at her lilac dress, even as she buttoned up her white shirt and tucked it into her waistband.

“It’s not suitable for solving a murder, but it is pretty,” she explained when she noticed me looking. “But I’d imagine it’s unwise to take something from here, unless we’re explicitly told we can.”

Based off of what I’d seen here so far, I definitely wouldn’t have put it past a faerie to trap a human here by placing a secret and enormous price upon the dress, like twenty years’ servitude, so Asami was probably correct.

The researcher swept up her long dark hair into its typical messy bun and then pulled open the door to the main room.

As soon as the door was open, my nose was bombarded with the smell of food, and my mouth started watering. Cooked meat and roasted vegetables awaited us on enormous platters when we stepped in. There were also the huge, ripe fruits and small pastries, and all of it looked indescribably delicious.

All of it was a trap.

Carmen and Artemis were already there by the time Asami and I stepped out, and I was pleased to see my sister looked well-rested. I didn’t know how much sleep werewolves needed, but Artemis seemed alright too, if a bit jumpy.

It took me a few moments to realize it was because of the food. If I, with my human nose, could smell it so strongly, it was surely close to unbearable for her. I knew werewolves also had to eat more than regular humans, which was probably making the whole ordeal that much worse for her.

“Can we get rid of it?” I asked. “Or ask them to remove it?”

“It’s probably best to avoid touching it at all,” Asami said with a look over at Artemis. “We’ll just have to grin and bear it.”

“As with everything else in this forsaken place,” Artemis muttered and sighed. “So, what’s the plan?”

“Cassia came by quickly last night,” Asami said. “She’s sure the killer is a noble. No faerie outside the Court would dare attack within it.”

“But how trustworthy is she?” Carmen asked. She’d resorted to pinching her nose to avoid smelling the food, and her voice sounded nasally. “She might be trying to deflect suspicion from Larkspur.”

“If she is, why keep our attention within the Court, though?” I pointed out. “Larkspur’s a noble. If Cassia wants us distracted, she’d tell us to look outside the Court, wouldn’t she?”

“I agree,” Artemis said. “She might be a pathetic mother, but that seems honest. Or, as honest as a faerie can be, anyway.”

“Which means we have to interview members of the Court,” Asami said. “Get them to talk to us.”

“Oh, goody,” Carmen said. It sounded so ridiculous in her nasal voice, I couldn’t help but laugh, and she shot me a look before she turned back to Asami. “What about Kegan and Kylah?”

“For now, it might be safest to leave them where they are,” the researcher sighed. “Keeping them away from the Court, where their presence might offend, is the best way to keep them safe.”

“You know what Kylah would say to that, though,” Carmen said. “She wouldn’t want you two putting yourselves in danger for her sake. Kegan, too.”

“I don’t see any harm in keeping them informed, but they’re definitely in a more precarious situation than us here,” I reminded my sister. “They might have some useful information about the Court, though. Or about Larkspur and Cassia. We should talk to them, if we can.”

It didn’t feel especially appropriate within our discussion, but I was also eager to speak to them just so I could speak to them. I felt unbalanced without Kylah and Kegan with us. Our team was down two of its members, and our family was, too. I relied on them, my teammates, and so did Asami, Carmen, and Artemis. It felt wrong to be without them, almost as if I was missing a limb.

“First thing’s first, though, we need to talk to the faeries,” Artemis said firmly. “They can’t lie. So we just need to pay close attention to how they word their responses and not let them distract us, or get us twisted around.”

“Easier said than done,” Carmen remarked grimly. “But anything to get away from the smell of that food. God, it’s almost good enough to be worth getting trapped here…”

“Don’t say that, Monkey,” I warned her.

I wasn’t really one to believe in jinxes, but anything was possible in a place where rivers flowed upstream, or whatever Cassia had said the previous night.

Asami headed to the door of the apartments, and there were still two guards flanking the doors outside. They let us pass without comment, though, and when all four of us were outside, they began to follow us toward the main chamber of the Court.

“I hope we’ll be able to shake them,” the Japanese woman said to me in an undertone as we walked. “I can’t imagine the Fair Folk will be too forgiving with their answers if there are others around to hear them.”

“We’ll have to get some of them alone, then,” I whispered. “Split up. Into pairs?”

“Four,” Asami said with a shake of her head. “We only have three days to figure this out, or Larkspur’s banished, and we’re far more likely to get trapped here for good.”

“I won’t let that happen,” I promised, because I wouldn’t.

I’d take a life of servitude to the Fae Queen, even suffer to let my mind be erased, if it meant Asami and the others would be able to safely leave Faerie.

“Leo--” Asami began, but I put a hand on her shoulder.

“I don’t want to discuss this here,” I said. “And we need to focus.”

She pursed her lips in the way that usually meant she was annoyed at me, but she was going to let it lie. I was right, though. We couldn’t afford distractions if we were going to be questioning faeries about a murder.

“We will discuss it later,” she finally said, like she was reminding me, and I nodded.

I wasn’t sure what there was to discuss, though. It was my decision to either accept or refuse the Queen’s request, and I’d sooner die than doom my sister, my girlfriends, and my family to a life in this twisted place.

I glanced back over my shoulder at the guards and noticed Artemis, who was walking directly behind me, was watching Asami and me with a curious expression. I wondered then if she’d heard something last night, until I remembered that being a werewolf, Artemis almost certainly heard absolutely everything, from our conversation with Cassia to our almost-sex.

My cheeks warmed from embarrassment, and I turned back to face the front. We were coming up to the magnificent doors, anyway, and another pair of guards each stepped forward to push them open and reveal the main room of the Court.

It was very similar to the previous day, if a bit less formal. The faeries were milling about, eating food off trays held by attendants, chatting idly, and laughing about jokes. One or two were making out either with one another or with one of the humans, and I couldn’t help but notice the pink blossoms dotted around the room, woven in with all the other plants growing on the vines and in tufts on the mossy floor.

Revelwort.

“Leo,” Asami said softly, and she raised her arm. “Look.”

I followed where she was pointing across the enormous hall, into the throng of faeries. As I did, I assumed Asami had noticed the revelwort, too, but then I realized she wasn’t pointing at a plant, but the faeries.

Almost every eye in the room was watching us. Some of their gazes seemed keen and curious, like they were eager for a good conversation. Others seemed a lot more vindictive, like they were birds of prey sizing up their next meal. Still others ignored us entirely.

Because there were so many, it took me a moment to pick out what, precisely, Asami was pointing out, but when I saw it, a cold shiver ran down my spine.

Amaryllis.


Chapter 9

It had taken me a while to identify Amaryllis because her eyes were a different color.

Weeks ago, in Pandemonium, when Carmen and I were new to magic, she’d presented herself to us as an ally, only to snap a trap shut around us. We’d escaped, and I’d sworn to myself I would get revenge on the woman who’d tried to kill me, my sister, and my then-friends, now-girlfriends.

Back then, her eyes were black. Dark as ink, just like the Fae Queen.

Here, though, her eyes were a vivid lilac, almost exactly the same shade as the dress Asami wore when we’d been introduced to the Seelie Court. And, even more interestingly, where in the human world Amaryllis had been in a white gown, here she wore one of mist gray.

Maybe my theory about only the Queen wearing white had been correct. And if Amaryllis’ eyes were lilac here, maybe she’d been glamouring them in the human world to look black. To look more like the Queen. She already had a similar hair color and skin tone, though Amaryllis’ horns were black, and her skin-markings were white, rather than gold.

In fact, now that I thought about it, I couldn’t remember seeing any other faeries with black eyes, and when I cast a glance around the rest of the chamber, I didn’t see any. It made sense, though, that Amaryllis’ eyes were naturally lilac, because now they matched her skin-markings, like every other faerie I’d seen, except for the Queen.

The only question was, why would Amaryllis do it? Why did she care what humans thought of her? Did she just want to look more powerful? More intimidating?

Or… did she fancy wearing the crown herself?

She was cruel and selfish, but ambitious, too, so I wouldn’t have put it past her. But at the same time, I didn’t really care about what she was up to within the Seelie Court. At least, if she was here, she wasn’t causing trouble in the human world and getting innocent people slaughtered.

After a few seconds, I suddenly realized there was a hand on my arm. Two hands, actually. The one around my wrist was Asami’s. The one gripping my shoulder tightly was Carmen’s, and when I turned, both of them were watching me with tight, worried expressions.

Only then did I realize I’d taken a half-step forward. I’d probably been about to march over to Amaryllis and shout at her, or slap her, or maybe try to strangle her, but Asami and Carmen had figured that out and stopped me.

As much as I would’ve loved to stride across the hall and call Amaryllis out in front of all her friends-- or at least her peers-- I knew it would be a seriously bad idea. The idea of foregoing a call out and just throttling her also appealed to me, because she’d tried to do that and worse to me, Carmen, Asami, and Kylah.

I was, for the first time since we’d been separated from the Campbell twins, glad they weren’t here. I didn’t want Kylah to have to look into the eyes of a woman who’d tried to murder her and everyone like her. Amaryllis had literally been trying to commit a genocide against half-faeries, and for all I knew, she still was.

“Leo,” Asami muttered. “I know. But it’s not worth it. Not here.”

“It’ll be somewhere,” I said to her, but I took a half-step back, and both she and my sister let go of my arm. “You can bet she’s thinking the same.”

We had a score to settle, Lady Amaryllis and I. And I had no doubt it would end with one of us dead at the other’s feet.

“I don’t think she’s even noticed we’re here,” Carmen said to me, and when I glanced back over at the faerie woman, I realized my sister was correct.

Amaryllis appeared to be much more interested in the empty throne at the far end of the room, where the Fae Queen sat. Even though the Queen wasn’t there right now, there were still some human attendants draped around it, on platforms of mossy carpeting on either side of the wooden staircase up to the raised throne. Without its lovely, dangerous inhabitant, I got a better look at the throne itself, and I saw how the intricate swirling metalwork had been threaded with vines and wildflowers.

“Very art nouveau,” Artemis mused thoughtfully as she also studied the throne, and I was abruptly reminded she was an architecture graduate.

“Amaryllis might not have noticed us yet,” I said to Carmen, “but she does seem to have a fascination with the throne.”

“It’s a very nice throne,” Artemis said as she cast her gaze around the rest of the hall and examined the similar aesthetic. “I wonder where the Queen herself is.”

“She apparently has an interest in how our investigation is going to go,” Asami agreed with a nervous glance at me. “But maybe that interest was fleeting. She might have found some other petty matters to amuse herself with.”

“You think this is petty?” Carmen asked, and she sounded surprised by the researcher’s unusually sharp tone. “I know Larkspur is probably an annoying brat, but he’s still a kid by fae standards, and he could well be innocent.”

“Nothing about this is petty to me,” Asami assured my sister. “But matters of life and death are petty things to the Fae Queen. We are mere mortals, after all. Playthings. Entertainment.”

She enunciated every syllable of ‘entertainment’ very clearly, like the taste of the very word in her mouth was disgusting. I reached out to squeeze her hand gently in a silent apology, which was the best I could do until we were back in our apartments and had slightly more privacy.

“Then let’s give them a good show,” Artemis said grimly as she took Asami’s other hand. “Such a good show that they have to let us go free.”

“Do you even think that’s possible?” Carmen asked, and her voice sounded so small that for a second we were just kids again, sitting in a police station, with our hair and clothes still reeking of smoke, having our situation explained to us by a tired, frazzled social worker.

I’d felt trapped back then. Doomed. With only my sister to cling to. I had to remind myself how we couldn’t be further from that now. We had Kylah, Kegan, Asami, and Artemis. We were adults with strength and experience of our own. This was a fight we could win.

A fight we would win.

“The five of you will walk out of this place, for sure,” I told Carmen firmly.

“And you will, too,” my sister said, equally firmly, and Asami and Artemis both nodded.

“Hopefully,” I said, and that was all I was willing to say on the matter for now. “But like I said before, we need to focus. The better we do, the bigger the chance all six of us get to leave.”

“Agreed,” Artemis said. “So. Why are all of you looking at Amaryllis Sage like that?”

“You know her?” I asked.

“I know she used to run Pandemonium.” The werewolf woman shrugged. “Before Celeste Malachi bought it. I don’t know why she sold it, though. Or why it got shut down.”

“We know,” Carmen said with a grim expression. “But I don’t think it’s something we can discuss here.”

“I managed to infer the broad strokes from how you all reacted when Jamison was at the apartment,” Artemis said. “I probably don’t want to know the details.”

“You really don’t,” Asami sighed. “Suffice it to say, she’s powerful and dangerous.”

“And she really doesn’t like us,” Carmen added unhelpfully.

“She really likes the look of the Fae Queen’s throne, though,” I repeated, and I glanced at Asami. “Do you think that could be useful?”

“I don’t see how we could pit the Fae Queen against her,” the researcher replied with a furrowed brow. “She’s too old and too powerful to care what anyone thinks of her, even the Court nobles. The only person who could really rattle her is the Unseelie King. At best… we could make it seem like Amaryllis needs to be reminded of her place.”

“The Fair Folk seem to enjoy others’ humiliation,” I said grimly. “For now, you guys should all give Amaryllis a wide berth.”

“Why me?” Artemis asked as she cocked her head. “She hasn’t even met me.”

“You’re with us, though,” Asami reminded the werewolf. “She’ll assume you know everything, and you do know the important bits. I’m willing to bet she won’t go out of her way to antagonize us, in case we spill about what she was getting up to in the human world. But even if we do, I don’t think many of the faeries here would care.”

“Avoid her it is, then,” Carmen said decisively. “Should we get to interviewing?”

“I guess,” I said with a shrug. “Remember. No names, no thanking, and no lies.”

“And don’t eat or drink anything,” Asami added sharply. She still had hold of my hand, but with her other one she reached up to cup my cheek and kiss me before she let go. “We meet back here in a bit, alright?”

“Sounds good.” Carmen was already looking around the room for a target, and Artemis nodded.

I reached out to clasp the werewolf woman’s shoulder and punched Carmen in the arm, and then the four of us split up.

Now that I was back in the den of snakes, I was immediately thankful to be back in my own clothes, too. The floaty material had left me feeling exposed, and thick jeans and a shirt were the closest I could get to armor in this place. The familiarity was a comfort.

I decided to start my search near the far end of the room, because it would make sense if the Queen’s most valued nobles would be clustered closer to the throne, to her literal seat of power. There was a faerie woman with tanned golden skin and dark auburn-brown hair reclining on a couch not too far from the throne’s staircase, so I decided to start there. A fae servant stood beside her with a heavily laden silver platter of berries, and the faerie woman was languorously eating a single berry at a time, the very picture of hedonism.

“Uh… hello there,” I said, and the faerie noblewoman turned her burning orange eyes on me.

They were the same shade as her dress, which was covered in a strange pattern of orange and black stripes. Her expression was disapproving, but as she looked me up and down, it quickly shifted into a sort of predatory glee that made me uneasy.

“And what name did your forebears see fit to give you?” she asked in a hungry sort of voice.

“You may call me Leo, my Lady,” I said as politely as I could. “What name may I use for you?”

“Celosia.” She said it slowly and deliberately, like her name was, in itself, some kind of proposition. “Nic Kale. You’re that fine, bold thing who marched in here yesterday, are you not? Have you come to offer yourself to the Seelie Court? You would make a fine addition to my House.”

I glanced at the fae attendant who’d been serving Celosia her berries and wondered what it meant to be part of a faerie’s ‘House’ when you yourself weren’t a faerie. Somehow, a simple vassalage didn’t seem right.

“I am,” I said lightly. “But I have not come to offer myself to the Court. Only my services as an investigator.”

“An investigator?” Celosia seemed visibly disappointed by that, and her interest waned considerably. “How dull.”

“I… I wondered if I could ask you a few questions about the recent tragedy of Amaranth nic Hosta’s death,” I told the faerie woman, and I hoped details of a grisly murder would re-pique her interest while I still had a shot at getting some information.

From how Celosia regarded me, it seemed to half-work, and she brushed the back of her hand carelessly over the long skirt of her dress. I realized then that the strange pattern of stripes was because the dress appeared to have been stitched together from the wings of hundreds upon hundreds of monarch butterflies.

I shuddered a little. Whoever reimagined faeries to be tiny, glittery things that sat in flowers and lived in trees had been sorely mistaken.

“Very well,” Celosia said in a slightly bored tone, and she impatiently waved away the attendant with the platter of berries, for which I was thankful. They looked ludicrously juicy. “Ask your questions, Leo.”

I sat down on a mossy mound next to the couch. I’d half-expected to see an oversized red-and-white-spotted toadstool.

“Did you know Amaranth before her death?” I asked the faerie woman.

“I knew of her, we exchanged words a handful of times, but we were not close,” Celosia replied. “She had unusual ideas about the Unseelie.”

“She did?” I asked. “I’d heard she disliked the Unseelie.”

“Of course she disliked them,” Celosia said, like it was obvious. “We are the Seelie, we are meant to dislike the Unseelie. But you have to admit they have fewer problems. No half-bloods, for one thing. And they know how to treat humans who do not show the proper respect. Amaranth believed the Seelie Court was too similar to the Unseelie. She thought it was best for us to return to our ways of… benevolence.”

Celosia said the word ‘benevolence’ slowly, and her voice was thick with scorn.

“Do you think someone within the Court may have harmed her because of it?” I asked.

“Someone clearly did,” the orange-eyed faerie replied. “That Larkspur boy. He’s the one set to be banished for her death.”

“But do you think Larkspur was the one to actually kill Amaranth?” I pressed.

“Does it matter?” Celosia asked as she studied me with her predatory orange eyes. “She is dead, and Larkspur will be punished. Nothing about how the Court conducts itself will have changed. Amaranth was not the Queen. Cassia is not the Queen.”

“I am grateful for your time, Lady Celosia.” I rose from the mossy mound and forced a smile onto my face.

Then I gave a small bow, because it seemed like that was expected in a place like this, and the moment I turned away from the fae woman and her gruesome dress, I saw Amaryllis standing right next to me.

“Leo Rivera,” she said in a tone that made it seem like we were old friends. “What brings you to the Court of Seelie?”

“A murder investigation,” I answered flatly. Then, because I was standing in the middle of the Court, I added, “Lady Amaryllis.”

“Ah, so you do remember me,” Amaryllis said as her lips stretched into a smile as sharp as a knife. “I see you were asking some questions of dear Celosia. Perhaps I could be of more assistance? Some of us prefer to be more proactive about our roles at Court.”

The barb was thinly-veiled, but I was more surprised by how it wasn’t aimed at me, and when I turned back to glance at Celosia, she was glaring daggers at Amaryllis.

“Some of us know our places,” Celosia shot back in a poisonous tone. “It’s a fool who fancies oneself above her station. Especially when she is already in such a precarious position.”

“Precarious?” I asked, and I looked back at Amaryllis, who smiled at me thinly.

“There are those in the Court who believe it is unbefitting of a noble’s station to spend time in the human world,” Amaryllis answered. “Never mind the fact there are many in the human world who have forgotten the power of the Fair Folk. Someone has to act.”

So that was the reason Amaryllis spent so much time in the human world herself, and not just ordering her lackeys. She fancied herself as a Fae Queen in her own right, albeit over a considerably less glamorous population.

“Your time was appreciated, Lady Celosia,” I said to the orange-eyed faerie woman, and I allowed Amaryllis to lead me slightly away, if only because it would be easier to question Amaryllis if she wasn’t bickering with someone else.

“I wanted to let you know,” Amaryllis said to me in a honeyed voice, once we were far enough away from Celosia to speak properly, “how deeply I regret how our last meeting ended.”

For a second, I was perplexed, because I knew faeries couldn’t lie, and from the way the fae woman’s lilac eyes glittered, I knew she wasn’t saying this out of an unexpected change of heart. Then I realized she didn’t regret setting her lackeys on us. She regretted that we’d gotten away and put an end to her half-faerie-disposal operation.

Or at least, an end to Sullivan Scratch.

“I’m sure you do,” I said mildly. “Have you found a new… partner?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Amaryllis replied. Her voice was soft and silky, but it had an unmistakable edge to it.

It would probably have been a safe idea to steer well clear of the subject and focus on Amaranth’s murder and Larkspur’s impending banishment, but if Amaryllis had a new partner in her murderous crusade, I wanted to know so we could stop them.

“Does this new partner have anything to do with your selling Pandemonium?” I asked. “I heard it’s been bought by a vampire.”

“Business always makes for interesting bedfellows,” Amaryllis answered with a shrug. “I’m sure you never expected to work alongside your own… bedfellows.”

“I can think of far less pleasant candidates,” I said, and my voice was still mild, but I couldn’t entirely stop a slight edge creeping in. “For both situations.”

This way of twisting my words and never truly saying what I meant was more than a little mind-boggling, but I refused to be outmatched by Amaryllis when she had caused so much pain and suffering to so many people. It was the least I could do for people like Jamison, and for everyone who hadn’t been lucky enough to be rescued in time. I wasn’t going to make any part of this easy for her. She deserved to be humiliated like she’d humiliated all those half-fae. She deserved to have everything she’d done to them turned back on her tenfold.

“I think you and I have very different definitions of ‘pleasant,’” Amaryllis said in a prim tone.

“I think we do,” I agreed. “Personally, I think working with Sullivan Scratch would be unpleasant.”

“Well, on that we agree,” Amaryllis said, and there was a nasty curl to her lip as she spoke.

“Do we?” I asked coldly. “Do you know him?”

“Sullivan Scratch the vampire?” she asked, and she made a good show of seeming surprised by the question. “It’s considered… distasteful for the blood of the Wild and the Earth to associate with such creatures. They have such a lust for our light, after all.”

“That doesn’t answer my question,” I said as I stared into her purple eyes. “Do you know him or not?”

“I never met Mr. Scratch face to face, though I do know of him,” she answered, and I didn’t really know what I’d expected.

The Queen had told me faeries could live to be several centuries old, and Amaryllis obviously had practice in twisting her words so they were technically true, but not damningly so.

“I heard he died a few weeks ago,” Amaryllis continued, and she contorted her face into an exaggerated pout. “A shame. Even a creature as unpleasant as him had his place in the world. And it is always a sad thing when something so ancient finally passes to the next world.”

“It’s a sad thing when someone young passes to the next world, too,” I replied. “But maybe that’s one of the instances where we disagree.”

“Perhaps it is.” Amaryllis turned away to leave, but I reached out and caught her arm.

My grip was light, light enough that someone as strong as Amaryllis could have easily broken it, but she still looked at me as if I’d slapped her.

“You will unhand me this moment,” she warned in an icy tone, and I was almost relieved by it, because it meant I was finally seeing the real Amaryllis under all those false airs.

“You will pay for what you did,” I murmured. “Everything you and your accomplice did, to all those people.”

“You ought to watch your oaths in a place like this.” Amaryllis pulled her arm free from my grasp and narrowed her lilac eyes at me. “It is an offense to lie in a Fae Court.”

And with that, she flounced away in a swirl of mist-gray silk.

“Jesus Christ,” a voice said from beside me, and I turned to see Carmen standing at my side. “She’s as pleasant as ever, huh?”

“How much did you hear?” I sighed.

“Enough,” my sister answered with a shrug. “It was more interesting than listening to all these faeries openly disapproving of how I’m even here. All of them want to either fuck us, kill us, or kick us out.”

“Yeah, pretty much,” I snorted, and I glanced around the hall to locate Artemis and Asami.

It was easy to spot the researcher since she was the shortest of our group, and all of the faeries looked to be at least a foot taller than her. She was in conversation with a youngish-looking faerie woman who at least seemed to be talking to Asami politely.

Artemis, meanwhile, was at the opposite end of the hall to Asami, and she looked uncomfortable. I remembered what she’d said last night, about there being no honor in how the Fair Folk did things. Werewolf culture valued upfront strength, not trickery, and she was probably even more out of her depth than Carmen and I were.

I felt a wash of sympathy for her. She was speaking to a faerie man who seemed to be getting more and more irritated by her questions, and another fae man beside him looked far more interested in whatever was down the front of Artemis’ shirt than whatever she was saying.

“She definitely did it, right?”

“Huh?” I turned back to Carmen with a slightly dumb expression. “What did Artemis do?”

“Not Artemis,” my sister said a little impatiently. “Amaryllis.”

“What?”

“She killed Amaranth Hosta,” Carmen said. “She must have. Amaranth loudly opposed how the Court treats humans and half-bloods. And we both know where Amaryllis stands on that issue.”

“We do,” I admitted. “But just because she’s awful doesn’t mean she’s responsible for every faerie-related problem we encounter. She might not even have been in Faerie at the time.”

As I spoke, I realized we didn’t know exactly when Amaranth had been murdered, only that Larkspur was due to be banished to the Wild Hunt in less than three days.

“I do, actually.” Carmen smirked. “One of the faeries who didn’t look at me like I was a bug they squished under their shoe told me it happened during Beltane.”

“What’s that?” I asked with a frown. “Some kind of festival?”

“No idea,” she admitted. “But I bet Sami would know. You go ask her, I’ll rescue Artemis from that weirdo.”

She nodded to the werewolf woman who was still in terse conversation with the two fae men. The second one was still trying to look down the front of her white tank top, and I could see Artemis’ hands had curled into loose fists as she presumably resisted the urge to either shove his face away or punch him.

“Sounds like a plan,” I said with a nod, and I was pleased to see how quickly my sister welcomed Artemis into our group.

Without Kegan around, I suspected Carmen probably felt about as unbalanced as I did without Kylah-- probably more so, because at least I still had Asami. The fact that she could rely on Artemis was a comfort.

“Hey,” Carmen said in a gentle tone. “Don’t look at me like that.”

“Like what?” I asked blankly.

“Like I’m your rowdy kid sister, and it’s your job to protect me,” she replied as she narrowed her eyes at me. “I’m a grown woman. I can take care of myself.”

“I know you can,” I said. “Doesn’t mean I don’t worry about you, though. You worry about me, don’t you?”

“Less so, now that we’ve got a werewolf in our corner,” my sister said with a small laugh, and I smiled even as I rolled my eyes.

But Carmen was probably right. Going over to Artemis was probably more likely to save a faerie being sucker-punched than to save Artemis from any kind of danger.

I headed over to where Asami was still talking to the youngish faerie woman. At least, I assumed this fae woman was young, but they all looked so freakish that it was a little hard to tell for sure. Still, the conversation seemed civil enough, and the woman looked me up and down as I approached.

“And what is your name?” she asked me.

“You can call me Leo,” I answered automatically.

“Leo,” the woman echoed in a thoughtful tone. “You have made an excellent decision in your choice of mate. This one is… quite something.”

She looked Asami up and down in a way that made it very obvious she liked what she saw, and Asami flushed.

“I couldn’t agree more,” I said to the fae woman. “But if I may, I’d like to speak to her in private.”

The woman said nothing and just gave a serene nod before she wandered off, with her silky dress floating behind her.

Asami turned to me with a concerned expression.

“Is everything alright?” she asked, and she began to look around nervously. “Where are Carmen and Artemis?”

“They’re fine,” I assured her. “Carmen said a fae woman told her Amaranth was killed during Beltane. Do you know what that means?”

“Beltane?” Asami echoed, and her dark eyes widened. “That’s one of the most important dates in the fae calendar. It’s like… their version of New Year.”

“So, Amaranth was killed around New Year?” I asked. “That was months ago.”

“No.” The researcher shook her head. “Beltane is the opposite of Samhain-- what you and I would call Halloween. It’s six months apart, usually around May first. But it’s a deeply important festival to the Fair Folk. There would be days of celebrations-- feasts, dancing, that kind of thing.”

“It’s a big party?” I asked. “Sounds like it would be easy for someone to slip away unnoticed and commit a surreptitious little murder.”

“Probably,” Asami agreed gravely, and she eyed me. “You’re thinking something. What?”

“Amaryllis came up and spoke to me,” I said. “Did that thing where she twists her words around so she’s not technically lying. Carmen reckons she’s the one who killed Amaranth, but we don’t know if she was even in Faerie around the time of the murder. May first was ages ago, before Carmen and I even knew about the magical world.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Asami said. “Even if Amaryllis was living in the human world until recently, she would have come back for Beltane festivities. She wouldn’t just be missing out on a huge party, it would be a massive social faux pas. People would talk.”

“So, there’s a chance she could actually be guilty?” I asked with a frown. “Don’t get me wrong, she’s-- well, I can’t say what she is here, because I’d probably get executed-- but just because we don’t like her doesn’t mean she’s guilty. We can’t let our emotions cloud our judgment either way. We need to look at the facts.”

“We do,” Asami agreed. “There would have been hundreds of faeries present during Beltane. It would be so busy, and everyone would be drunk and high, so it would be an ideal time to commit a murder.”

“What do faeries get high on?” I asked out of curiosity, and Asami shrugged.

“The same things humans do, more or less,” she said. “Many of the old myths of Pan, the Ancient Greek god of the wild, come from the Fae King. Arcadia, in Greece, used to be his domain before the veil went up. He would torment people with panic, catching their interest with his music. The Unseelie took pleasure in luring unsuspecting humans deep into the wild forests, luring them with enchanted music, and having insane parties until they dropped dead from exhaustion.”

Even though I loved how animated Asami got when she talked about history and research, that was an unsettling idea. I only knew the very basics about Greek mythology, but I’d never heard of this ‘Pan’ guy before. He sounded nasty.

“And that’s what Beltane is like?” I asked.

“Beltane and Samhain are the only nights of the year where the Seelie Court would go all-out like that,” Asami agreed. “They’re comparably more restrained than the Unseelie.”

“Do you think, then, that someone could have murdered Amaranth… by accident?” I asked. “Like, she just overdosed? Or a game went wrong? Maybe someone was too high to even realize what they were doing.”

“She was poisoned,” Asami pointed out. “There aren’t many things that can poison a faerie, and none of them are recreational. It’s not like when humans drink alcohol, and they’re technically mildly poisoning themselves. The plants are wholly different.”

“So we can assume intent, then,” I said with a nod. “I’ll keep that in mind. But it doesn’t mean Amaryllis did it.”

“She probably didn’t care enough about Amaranth to take such a risk,” Asami sighed. “We should keep our minds open, but it also wouldn’t hurt to keep an eye on her. She might try to hurt Kylah and Kegan.”

I nodded again, but I was prevented from responding by an enraged yell from the other side of the hall. My head whipped around, and I saw the fae man who’d been irritably talking to Artemis appeared to have finally lost his temper.

“I have had enough of this!” he shouted furiously, and he pointed accusingly at Artemis.

Beside her, holding her arm, was Carmen. I couldn’t tell if my sister was trying to hold the werewolf woman back-- not that Artemis wouldn’t easily be able to overpower a human-- or provide some kind of support.

“I refuse to suffer the insult of this interrogation!” the fae man continued. “Least of all from the likes of you!”

“That doesn’t sound good,” Asami muttered, and the pair of us pushed through the accumulating crowd of faeries who were all vying for a good view of the unfolding drama.

“Can I help you with something, my Lord?” I asked the fae man as I got near, and I deliberately placed myself between him and Artemis.

“You,” the fae man snarled and glared at me. “Another trespasser who understands nothing of the honor and nobility of the Seelie Court. Is this what has become of our culture? Half-breeds’ consorts traipsing around, demanding answers from us? The blood of the Wild and the Earth flows in my veins, boy. I will not be treated as some common criminal, not by your wretched masters, and not by this masquerading creature!”

He pointed over my shoulder to Artemis, and I realized he must have figured out she was a werewolf. Anger flashed through me at his dismissive tone, at the sheer entitlement of it all. How Artemis had refrained from punching him so far was little short of a miracle.

“There are different matters of honor with my kind,” Artemis growled, and I felt her hand on my shoulder as she pushed me aside to glare at the faerie man. “If you demand your satisfaction, take it with your own hands. Don’t cower behind empty words. Take action, or hold your tongue!”

There was an audible intake of breath around the hall. Clearly, no one was supposed to talk to one of the noblemen that way, certainly not a guest of the Court who wasn’t a faerie themselves. I watched the fae man’s eyes widen in absolute fury, and he was surely only moments away from going apoplectic when there was a fanfare, and as if on cue, everyone’s heads turned to look at the back of the hall.

It was, of course, the Fae Queen. She was as lovely and terrifying as she’d been the day before, in a sheer white dress that shimmered behind her and the same delicately-wrought golden jewelry. She was flanked by a half-dozen attendants, all with that unnerving, faraway expression. I felt a small shiver run down my spine as some part of my mind, against my will and my better judgment, wished she would look directly at me.

Instead, she looked at the raging faerie man.

“Tares,” she said in a silky voice. “Such loud, sharp, ugly words.”

“Such things are suited for treatment from creatures like these,” Tares said, only barely refraining from spitting his words, and he gestured loosely to Artemis, me, Asami, and Carmen. “This is an insult, my Queen!”

“There was no insult!” Artemis snapped. “I just asked what you knew about the death of Amaranth nic Hosta!”

“Any demand from your lips is insult enough, werewolf!” Tares shot back.

But then the Fae Queen raised a hand, and everyone fell silent.

“The Seelie Court has its own ways of dealing with insults,” she said. “A challenge of honor has been issued. It must be met.”

“I have vassals for such things,” Tares scoffed. “I will not suffer this directly. It is below my station. Heath!”

Another faerie man with gray horns, black hair, and fair skin appeared from within the crowd. He wasn’t dressed quite like a servant, but he was clearly some kind of liege to the belligerent, loud Tares.

“My Queen,” Heath said, and he bowed first to the Queen, then to Tares. “My Lord.”

“It seems we must meet your Lord’s satisfaction,” the Queen said. “Will you defend him?”

“And die, if I must,” Heath replied immediately and without the slightest hesitation.

I couldn’t help but stare at how he didn’t so much as flinch at the idea.

“Pip,” Carmen said to me in a low voice. “What are they talking about?”

“I’m… not entirely sure,” I admitted quietly, but it was still clearly too loud, because the Fae Queen’s golden eyes snapped to me.

“Leo Rivera.” She spoke the words in a slow, rich voice, like she was relishing the taste of them. “The challenge must be met. Who shall rise to it?”

“I was the source of the imagined insult,” Artemis said, and she moved past Carmen and me to stand directly before the Fae Queen. “So I shall defend myself.”

“Pathetic,” Tares spat under his breath, but still plenty loud enough for me-- and no doubt Artemis-- to hear.

But she ignored him.

“What do I need to do?” the werewolf asked the Queen, and a slow, predatory smile spread across the Fae Queen’s face, like a cat staring down at an unsuspecting mouse.

“Fight,” she answered. “And, if necessary, die.”


Chapter 10

Artemis didn’t flinch.

“Fine,” she said as she boldly lifted her chin. “If the Fair Folk are as delicate as their sensibilities, there’s no challenge in this. It’s practically sport.”

“Of course a werewolf delights in base, brute violence,” Tares sneered.

“The Fair Folk take plenty of delight in violence,” Artemis shot back. “They’re just too cowardly to bloody their hands themselves.”

I couldn’t help but think of Amaryllis as she said that, and I agreed. The key difference didn’t seem to be that the Fair Folk were more refined, as Tares was obviously claiming, but instead that when violence was necessary for whatever reason, they chose to slough off the duty onto someone else.

Still, I had a feeling just standing by and letting Artemis duel this Heath guy could only lead to more problems, so I stepped forward and touched her arm.

“Artemis,” I said in a low voice as she turned to face me. The snarl had slipped off her face, but her amber eyes were still defiant. “I don’t think this is such a good idea.”

“You can’t seriously think he poses a danger to me,” the werewolf woman scoffed.

“Give me some credit,” I said with a roll of my eyes. Barely a week ago, I’d seen her pick up a man by the throat and snap his neck with one arm. She hadn’t even broken a sweat. “My concern is you might rip his fucking head off or something, and then you’d be tortured and executed for murder.”

“I can control myself, Leo,” she said in a flat tone.

“I know that, too,” I said. I had no doubt in my mind that being a werewolf involved a great deal of control. Especially one like Artemis who had a presence in the human world. People would notice if she just let loose with her supernatural strength. “But we need to work with these people. The more we antagonize them, the more difficult it’s going to be.”

“So I’m just supposed to grin and bear those insults?” she demanded.

“I never said that,” I assured her. I had no doubt she’d experienced more than her fair share of petty comments, both in the magical world for having a human parent, and in the human world for the color of her skin. “But the only thing these people understand is status and respect. Tares is too self-important to do his own fighting. You’re worth ten of him. So, let me.”

Artemis looked me up and down with a slight frown on her lips.

“I don’t need you to fight my battles, Leo,” she told me at last.

“I know you don’t. But you heard how he acted. You fighting for yourself isn’t a point of honor-- at least, not to the Fair Folk. What’s respectable is having someone who would do your fighting for you. A loyal vassal, like Heath.”

“A lackey,” she corrected, and her mouth twisted in disapproval. “I won’t ask that of you.”

“You’re not asking,” I said. “I’m offering.”

She looked like she wanted to refuse me, but I knew Artemis was level-headed, and she wouldn’t dare put our investigation at risk when the cost could result in us being trapped in Faerie forever.

“Fine,” she finally relented. “But I’d much rather be fighting the self-important bastard directly.”

“So would I,” I said with a wry smile, and I stepped past Artemis to face the Fae Queen with my arms raised. “I offer myself as vassal. I’ll duel Heath.”

The Fae Queen cocked her head, and her lip curled in that dangerous, amused way. The tiny part of me that had hoped she would look at me gave a lurch in the pit of my stomach, thrilled by direct eye contact.

I also had a suspicion this arrangement would have more of an entertainment factor than just letting Artemis fight for herself. As amusing as it would have been to see her absolutely kick some faerie ass, every decision we made needed to serve our goal of either solving Amaranth nic Hosta’s murder or entertaining the Fae Queen enough that she’d let us go.

“How noble,” the Queen purred and leaned back in her throne, and as she did, the sunlight streaming through the glass panels in the ceiling caught on the gold inlay on her horns. “Very well. Each of the offended parties have selected a champion. The rule of the Seelie Court is no blood may be spilled within this hall. We do not indulge in the senselessly violent, unlike our sister Court.”

A shiver of laughter rippled around the hall, as if I hadn’t already known the Fae Queen was exaggerating. In that way the Fair Folk did, she was stretching the truth. This violence, to the Fae, wasn’t senseless, because it was a matter of honor, and apparently no blood was going to be spilled. But it was still, to someone like me, like Artemis, pointless.

Not that the Fae cared, though, they just wanted some drama.

As I thought about this, I wondered if the murderer really was within the Seelie Court, because while I didn’t doubt any and all of the faeries in this hall would backstab anyone and everyone to further their own status, none of them really seemed to care about anyone other than themselves. Their only thoughts were about their pleasure, their honor, not about humans or the Unseelie or how half-bloods should be treated. As long as they were in the lap of luxury, and unpleasant things were swept under the rug, they didn’t seem to care.

Heath stepped forward and bowed deeply to the Fae Queen, and I didn’t miss the vaguely dreamy expression on his face. For a non-noble faerie, it was probably a great honor to fight in front of her, and she appeared to have enraptured him as much as the attendants lazing around her throne.

“At my Queen’s behest,” he said, and then he straightened, turned to face me, and raised his fists in a defensive stance.

I mirrored his posture and waited for the fight to begin.

“Very well,” the Fae Queen said, and she twisted her hand as if to say ‘get on with it, then.’

I could practically feel the weight of her gaze on me, and I wondered if Heath would notice the Queen seemed much more interested in me than in him. Or maybe he thought this duel would be a way to change that.

Not likely, though.

He lunged forward, and all at once, my focus narrowed to a fine point. Just me and my opponent and the fight.

We dodged around one another for a few moments, but Heath was the first to strike. He punched me across the face, and as my head snapped to the side, he caught my right wrist and twisted it behind my back, but I managed to break out of his hold without too much trouble. We grappled back and forth, and occasionally I stumbled, but I kept upright, and so did my opponent.

As we fought, I noticed we appeared to be fairly evenly matched, which was odd because I knew faeries were stronger than humans, and Heath was several inches taller than me. I was decent in a fight, but this was unusual, until I remembered how magically potent Faerie was. Touching Amaryllis back in our world, touching the Queen here, and even when I grappled against Heath, I felt the faintest buzz of electricity-like power.

And I could manipulate power. I’d amplified the auras of Kegan and the others during our fight against Legion, including myself. As I grabbed for Heath’s limbs and tried to pin him to the ground, as I punched him in the gut to try and wind him, as I twisted free of his grasp, I seemed to be subconsciously boosting my own strength.

What if I tried consciously?

It was like flipping on a switch, and I was startled by how easy it was compared to last time, but Faerie was so much more magical than our world, so I was basically standing in a battery. After that, it was easy to grab Heath’s wrist when he was trying to get me in a headlock and twist it away from me. He was forced to crouch to compensate for the unnatural angle of his arm, and with my free hand, I grabbed one of the horns protruding from his head and forced him down to the mossy floor.

As Heath squirmed and struggled to free himself, I was a little embarrassed I hadn’t thought to boost my strength earlier. Or to grab his horns. But I kept funneling power into my muscles, and I kept him pinned until I remembered there was a world around our fight, and I looked up to see a shocked crowd of inhumanly elongated faerie faces.

Tares looked mutinous. Artemis and Carmen looked smug. Asami looked relieved.

And the Fae Queen was grinning at me with sharp teeth.

“The human prevails,” she said. “I trust that settles your grievances, Lord Tares? You would be wise not to underestimate our visitors.”

Tares glared at me as I let go of Heath and helped him to his feet. He nodded his head to me but said nothing as he returned to his master’s side, and from the way Tares looked at Heath with disgust, there was no doubt in my mind there would be yelling and insults once they were beyond the prying eyes of the Court.

“He wouldn’t have dared kill the Queen’s new curiosity,” I heard a voice say dismissively behind me. I turned to see who was speaking, and it was a faerie woman I didn’t recognize speaking to Celosia, the woman whose dress was made of butterfly wings. “She should have demanded it was the werewolf. Heath would have snapped her wretched neck.”

“Would he, now?” Carmen’s voice demanded. She’d beat me to it by a bare second, and the faerie woman turned to look at Carmen disapprovingly.

“Mind your own business, human,” she said haughtily.

“Learn some fucking manners, faerie,” my sister shot back, and I rushed over to her, as did Asami and Artemis, before we ended up forced to fight another honor duel or whatever.

“Oh!” The faerie who’d been speaking to Celosia gave my sister a venomous look, but she didn’t say anything further.

Maybe the knowledge that we could hold our own in a fight had done something to make her reconsider calling for a duel.

“Asshole,” Carmen muttered as the faerie slunk off.

Celosia caught my eye and gave a small smile, evidently amused, which only confirmed my suspicions that none of these people had cared enough about Amaranth nic Hosta to kill her.

“Agreed,” Artemis said. “But at least fighting off Heath seems to have curbed them a bit now.”

“Honestly, I was kind of hoping you’d get to fight for yourself and show them what a lycanthrope is really capable of,” Carmen said with a smirk. “As if that wimp could have snapped your neck. Pip beat him easy enough.”

“Hey,” I said in a mock-offended tone. “You say that like I’m a weakling.”

I was, admittedly, a little dizzy after my amplification trick, but I was still getting the hang of it, and I hadn’t eaten in over a day. The fight itself had actually been pretty simple. Heath, and probably all the faerie guards, were most likely used to weapons rather than unarmed combat.

“Well, compared to Artemis, you kind of are,” my sister snickered, and I pushed her just hard enough that she had to move her feet to keep her balance. “Asshole.”

“Sure,” I drawled, and when Asami raised a hand to her mouth to try and hide her laugh, I planted a kiss on her forehead. “So, back to investigating?”

“There has to be a better way to tackle this,” Artemis sighed. “We can’t keep stopping for duels every ten minutes. And they probably just won’t talk to us if there’s something they want to hide. We need a new tactic.”

“Well, we could try and identify suspicious people from what we’ve already gathered,” Asami said. “Tares seemed unusually offended about being questioned. I know he’s a dick, but maybe he has something to hide, and he disguised it behind prejudices.”

“That could work,” Carmen said as her eyebrows rose. “I bet someone like that would disapprove of Amaranth’s pro-human opinions. Or, as pro-human as someone can get here.”

“As awful a mother as Cassia is, she at least doesn’t appear to want us dead or tortured,” the researcher pointed out. “And she did have a human lover for a time, in some capacity.”

“She didn’t seem like the sex-against-a-person’s-will type,” Artemis agreed. “Maybe Amaranth was similarly decent. But where Cassia eventually shut up and tried to go unnoticed, Amaranth didn’t back down.”

“And it got her murdered,” Asami said in a forlorn tone. “This place is so cruel.”

“Are… are we sure it was someone within the Court, though?” I asked, and when the three women turned to look at me, I raised my hands defensively. “I just mean, everyone here only cares about themselves. Amaranth seemed to be little more than an annoyance to them. What if the murderer really did come from outside the Court?”

“That widens our search to all of Faerie,” Carmen said as her expression darkened. “We’d never get out of here, and Larkspur would be banished for sure.”

“Larkspur,” Artemis echoed and snapped her fingers. “We haven’t met him yet. Maybe he saw something the night Amaranth was killed. If he was the last person to see her alive, after all.”

“Would he have seen if a non-Court faerie snuck in and killed Amaranth in the middle of their insane party?” I asked. “The only real reason these people have to think it was someone within the Court is because they don’t think anyone outside the Court would be able to get one over them. The Queen never actually gave me a real reason for why it couldn’t have been an outsider.”

“It’s possible,” Asami admitted as she pursed her lips. “But I think you’re underestimating just how entrenched the hierarchy is in Faerie. A non-Court faerie sneaking in and killing a noblewoman would be a serious radical.”

“Amaranth was seen as a radical, though,” my sister pointed out. “Maybe she was too vocal to the wrong people. Maybe she was trying to drum up support among the rest of the Fae, and someone didn’t like what she was saying. The Court tolerated it because she probably didn’t have the power to change it, but the people didn’t.”

“Or the people did, and she risked getting too powerful,” Artemis said. “There are still too many variables. I think we should speak to Larkspur.”

“And risk getting even more mixed up?” I asked. “He’s the primary suspect.”

“Or he saw something no one else did,” the werewolf woman pressed. “At the very least, he might be able to give us an alibi we can corroborate and stop him from getting banished.”

“You know what, that’s not a bad plan,” Carmen admitted. “We should talk to the kid.”

“Fine,” I said. “But even if he’s likable, that doesn’t mean he’s innocent. And if he’s a dick, it doesn’t mean he’s guilty.”

I fixed my sister with a stern look, because we couldn’t risk getting our thoughts clouded. Amaryllis was a murderer and a bigot, and she had her just desserts coming, but that didn’t automatically make her guilty of this murder. We needed evidence before we passed judgment.

“Agreed,” Asami said. “We should also figure out exactly what kind of poison was used. Plants that can poison faeries are rare, and it’s unlikely a faerie would have them on hand. Unless Amaranth was killed by an apothecary or a healer, it would be unusual for a faerie to possess poisonous substances.”

“Alright, then,” Artemis said, and she pointed to Carmen and me. “You two should speak to Larkspur.”

“Why us?” my sister asked with a frown.

“So Sami and I can look up what poison was used to kill Amaranth,” the werewolf woman answered. “Sami’s the researcher, and Larkspur might be funny about speaking if… if someone like me is there.”

Asami gave her a sympathetic look and reached out to put a hand on the amber-eyed woman’s shoulder.

“I agree, the pair of you know way more about magic and plants than Monkey and I do,” I said. “So we’ll go talk to the kid. But if anyone tries to give you shit-- about the investigation, or for the same reason Tares did-- fuck them up. We’ll deal with the fallout.”

“Damn right,” Carmen said with a firm nod, and Artemis smiled at us both.

“You should tell the Queen what we plan to do, Leo,” Asami then told me. “She… seems to like you. So she’ll probably be more likely to grant Artemis and me access to the library if you’re the one asking.”

Asami was no doubt correct, as she tended to be correct about pretty much everything, but I didn’t like the idea of talking with the Queen one on one. I just hoped she didn’t try to pull me off into a side room to ‘talk in private’ or something.

So, cautiously, I walked up to the base of the throne and stared up at the magnificent, terrifying creature who ruled over these people. Her gaze was on me when I looked up, and I wondered how long she’d been watching. Probably since the duel with Heath.

“What troubles you?” she asked in her silky voice.

For a moment, I wondered what her accent was. All of the faeries seemed to have strange accents. Not quite American, not quite English, not quite Irish. It was some odd amalgamation of every accent ever, somehow peculiar and very neutral at the same time.

It helped to focus on her accent, and her actual words, then the thin veneer of magic she laid over them, whether consciously or subconsciously. It was the sort of trap that would be nigh-impossible to claw my way out of once I fell in.

“We would like access to the library,” I said. “And to Larkspur mac Cassia’s cell.”

“The library is freely available to all guests and inhabitants within the Court,” the Queen said dismissively. “But the cell of an accused murderer? You intrigue me.”

She leaned forward to rest her chin on the back of one hand, with her elbow propped on the arm of the throne. Everything about her posture screamed a lazy indulgence, like she was idly watching a passingly-interesting story playing out at her feet. With the height of the throne, I almost felt like a child. Or a doll.

“In the human world, it is custom to speak with the accused and hear their testimony,” I said.

“But in Faerie, there are no lies,” the Queen countered. “There is no point.”

“You, more than anyone, my Queen, know that the most skilled tongues don’t need lies to deceive,” I said in as flattering a tone as I could manage.

I wanted to look around and see how many faeries were watching this conversation-- assuming they weren’t all too focused on eating berries off trays and settling petty grievances among themselves-- but I didn’t dare break the Queen’s gaze.

Her smile was slow and sultry as always.

“I do,” she agreed. “Very well then.”

She raised a hand, and a pair of guards snapped to attention.

“This human wishes to be taken to the cells of the Seelie Court,” she said to the armored faeries. Her eyes glittered as she leered down at me, and I tried not to shudder. “See that his wish is granted.”


Chapter 11

For a horrible moment, I was sure I’d somehow offended the Fae Queen, and I was about to be dragged off and thrown in a cell, never to see the light of day again. It didn’t help that the guards each grabbed me roughly under the arms and half-carried me to the doors.

“Leo!” I heard Carmen’s cry and tried to crane my neck as I was led away. I just caught glimpses of her shoving her way through the unconcerned faeries as she struggled to keep pace, but by the time the doors to the hall were closing, she squeezed through.

The guards eyed her skeptically.

“Where he goes, I go,” my sister told them fiercely. Then, to me, she added, “Sami and Artemis heard what the Queen said. They’re headed to the library. Hopefully, they can find whichever healer tended to Amaranth and identify the poison.”

“Hopefully. Assuming the healer who tended to her wasn’t the killer-- could you put me down?” I glared at the two guards. “My feet work just fine, we’ll follow your lead.”

“Our Queen decreed you were to be taken to the cells,” the guard said in an amused tone, like he thought he was being funny.

I wrenched myself free of his grip and took a step away from him, toward Carmen.

“An escort will be just fine,” I said in a cold tone.

The guard shrugged, unconcerned, and he and his partner began to march along the glittering, glass-paneled corridor.

“Leo! Carmen!”

We’d made it barely five steps when we heard another voice and saw Cassia rush to catch up with us. I hadn’t seen her in the Court hall, and I briefly wondered what she’d been up to until now, or if she’d just been trying to go unnoticed.

That was, after all, where she and Amaranth differed. Cassia had made an effort to be a bit less conspicuous, for the sake of her son. Amaranth had been outspoken, and one way or another, we were pretty sure those views got her killed.

The guards had also stopped when they’d heard Cassia calling our names, and the one who’d spoken to me eyed her suspiciously.

“I will be accompanying the humans to my son’s cell,” she said primly. “As his mother, I have a right to see him.”

“See him only,” the guard grunted. “Not aid. Not speak to. If there is one word from your lips, you will be made to leave.”

“Understood,” the faerie woman said, and from how she held herself, I suspected she hadn’t anticipated anything different.

The guard then turned to face forward again, and he and his partner continued walking. Carmen, Cassia, and I followed in silence, down winding hallways and staircases, through what felt like a labyrinth. I wondered, not for the first time, just how the Seelie Court had been built, and if the structure itself didn’t warp and change when no one was looking.

“So,” Carmen eventually said, and I glanced at her to see she was turned back to address Cassia. “Are you the only outlier in the Seelie Court? Human-wise, I mean?”

“You mean, am I the only one with a remotely favorable attitude to humans?” the faerie woman asked, and my sister nodded. “Not at all. But with poor Amaranth dead, the number is smaller.”

“Asami told us the Seelie are the benevolent ones, but it still looks like most of them hate humans, and they certainly hate half-bloods,” Carmen went on. “How did you even end up in the position of having kids with one?”

I was a little surprised to see a tiny, fond smile touch Cassia’s mouth.

“Oh,” she said. “David. He fell into a fairy circle and wound up being brought to the Court-- much like all of you were. Our Queen found him… unremarkable, but something about him intrigued me, so I asked if he would stay a while before returning to his home.”

“He took you up on that?” Carmen asked in surprise. “But… it’s dangerous trying to get out of Faerie as it is.”

“Perhaps,” Cassia said. “But he had no knowledge of the magical world, and suddenly it was all laid out for him, new and beautiful and fascinating. He chose to stay with me. We spent hours telling one another about our worlds, asking questions, both of us so eager to learn. Before long, we fell in love.”

“And then you got pregnant,” I said in a grim tone.

Because as sweet as that love story sounded, I knew how it ended. With Kylah and Kegan refusing to even speak of their parents. Hell, until Cassia had said it, I hadn’t even known their father’s name.

“I did,” the faerie woman said with a nod. “And I was delighted, at first. But then I remembered what usually becomes of half-blood children who are born within the Seelie Court. There are rumors, you see. Our Queen keeps many human… attendants. But she has never borne a half-blood child. And if any of her female attendants were to… catch the affections of a male faerie, then… well.”

“What does she do to them?” Carmen asked as her face paled. “To… to herself?”

“There are plants that one may drink to terminate a pregnancy,” Cassia said. “But I have heard of one instance where, supposedly, one of the attendants hid from our Queen until after the babe was born. Once she was discovered, our Queen had it drowned.”

“Drowned?” I repeated, and something horribly cold unfurled in the pit of my stomach. “She drowned a newborn baby?”

“The blood of the Wild and the Earth must remain pure,” Cassia said in a dispassionate tone. “So you can understand my concerns. I left the lands of Seelie and fled to the human realm. There, I remained until I gave birth to my beautiful children. I loved them the moment I saw them. But I also knew I could not stay.”

“Why not?” Carmen asked her. “Why stay in this awful place?”

“Quite simply, I was weak,” Cassia answered as she averted her gaze. “I was not willing to give up the luxury and ease and majesty of this place. The human world was… not for me.”

I could see what she really wanted to say. She’d found it loud and squalid and cramped. Compared to this Court, to the forests and fields we’d walked through after arriving in Faerie, the human world, with magic shoved right to the edges, would have been dismal and depressing.

“But you had David,” Carmen murmured. “You had Kylah and Kegan.”

“I know,” Cassia said. “But… they were not enough.”

I wondered if that was the truth. I knew faeries couldn’t lie, but that didn’t mean they never told untruths. If Cassia didn’t know something was false, she would be able to repeat it. Maybe she wasn’t letting herself think about the other options. Maybe she would have been pursued if she’d left the Court. A human and two half-faerie babies were one thing, but a noblewoman’s absence would be noticed.

“Here,” the guard said gruffly, and I was pulled from my thoughts to see we were standing before a door made of dark mahogany wood with no handles, but a heavy golden lock sat in the center. He pulled a key from his belt and unlocked it, and the door swung open easily when he pushed it.

For the first time since arriving in Faerie, the room inside had no windows. It was so dark, and the glass-paneled hallways had been so bright, that for several seconds all I could do was blink as my eyes adjusted and tried to make out any details in the sudden blackness as I entered.

Everything about this space felt wrong. I didn’t know if the Fae needed sunlight, like plants did, or if they just liked it, but either way this dark place was the polar opposite. I blinked a few more times and managed to see there were rows of metal bars set into a stone floor and a low ceiling. Cells. All of them appeared to be empty.

All except one.

“Wake up,” the guard said sharply, and he slammed the edge of his fist into the metal bars in front of one cell with a loud ‘clang!’ “You have visitors.”

A groggy sound came from the lone cell that had a slouched figure in the depths of the darkness. Even though my eyes had adjusted, I couldn’t make out any details, only a vaguely humanoid shape hunched in the farthest, darkest corner of the cell with his arms raised up to cover his head, as if fending off an assault.

The figure didn’t move at the guard’s words. Beside me, I could almost physically feel Cassia’s nervousness, her despair, and how she was surely desperate to call out to her son, to say it was her, but we all knew the guards would hold to their word. If she said anything, she would have to leave.

I wondered if Cassia would have shown this kind of devotion to Kylah and Kegan if they’d been thrown into cells like these, but I shook the thought away.

“Larkspur,” Carmen then said, and her voice was gentler than I had heard it in a long time. “Your mother is here.”

The figure in the cell lowered his arms, and I saw a pair of vividly-green eyes peer out from the shadows and then widen at the sight of the three of us. Like me, Carmen was crouched down with a hand wrapped around one of the cold metal bars. Cassia stood beside us, upright, but not touching them.

“Mother--” Larkspur’s voice cracked with desperation, like the mere sight of Cassia was bringing him to the verge of tears, and he moved forward but then hissed sharply and clutched at his shackled right wrist.

“Shit,” Carmen muttered under her breath, and she nudged me. “Pip, look.”

I squinted through the shadows at Larkspur, who was now breathing harshly through gritted teeth, and I caught a flash of pale white skin, even paler than Cassia’s. It verged on sickly, ghostly, and I couldn’t be sure if that was Larkspur’s natural pallor or a result of being in this dark, dank cell.

But more troubling was the raw, red ring of burns around his wrist, and the faint smell of burning flesh.

Reflexively, I let go of the bar I was holding on to for balance.

“Cold iron,” I said. Now that I knew what I was looking at, I could pick out flakes of reddish rust on the bars. That must have been why Cassia wouldn’t touch them. Both Larkspur’s shackle and the bars of the cell were iron, which would burn faerie skin upon contact. “Good god.”

“That’s fucked up,” Carmen said to me in Spanish as she shot the guards a dirty look. “They don’t even know if he’s guilty yet.”

The guards didn’t react in any way, but they might not have been able to see her face clearly enough from where they were standing and the fact they were focused much more closely on Cassia. I had no idea if faeries could speak languages other than English, but on the off chance they couldn’t, it was probably safer if Carmen was criticizing them in Spanish.

“I don’t think they care, Monkey,” I answered, also in Spanish before I switched back to English. “Larkspur. You can call me Leo. Call her Carmen, she’s my sister. We’re friends of Kylah and Kegan’s.”

“Who?” Larkspur asked us blankly.

“Ca--” I began, but the words got caught in my mouth, and I grimaced.

“Calla and Kerria,” Carmen said in a disapproving voice. “But we call them Kylah and Kegan. And we’re here because they wanted to come here and help you.”

“You know my brother and sister?” Larkspur’s green eyes widened, and he inched closer to the bars of the cell. His movement was careful this time, clearly in an attempt to not disrupt his shackle more than necessary and risk burning more of his wrist. “They’re here?”

In closer quarters, and with the tiny amount of light in the cells, I was able to make out more of Larkspur’s features. He, too, was slender and lithe, like his mother and half-siblings, but his hair was slightly wavy and black. And not like Artemis’, but the glossy, blue-green black of a raven’s wing. Peeking out from between were two dark brown horns.

“In the Seelie Court,” I answered. “But they’re being… confined. Because of their status. We’ve taken over the investigation in their stead.”

“What investigation? Everyone’s already decided I’m guilty,” Larkspur said in a gloomy voice.

I was suddenly reminded of how young he was, probably no more than twenty-one years old. He was still practically a kid, and that made me uncomfortable.

“We haven’t,” my sister told Larkspur firmly. “We want to see the evidence for ourselves. So. Did you poison Amaranth?”

“It’s not that simple,” he sighed.

“Then explain it to us,” I said patiently, and the faerie in the cell scoffed.

“You’re humans,” he said. “You wouldn’t understand. You can lie freely. But us? You surely know the Fair Folk can’t lie, but even if I just say ‘no,’ I won’t be believed. Not by anyone.”

“But if you can’t lie, then that should be the end of the investigation,” Carmen said in confusion. “Just say whether you did or didn’t.”

“I… I can’t,” Larkspur told us. “I… I don’t remember.”

“What?” I asked. “But how? How can you not remember?”

“I don’t know that, either,” he said miserably. He shifted a little where he was huddled on the floor, and I saw he had a scar over his mouth. It ran from his right cheek, over his lips, almost to his chin. “I must have… over-indulged during the Beltane festivities. But I swear to you, I didn’t want to harm her! If I did something to Mara, then… then I would have had a reason!”

“Mara?” I repeated. “You two were close?”

I saw Larkspur’s all-green eyes flick nervously to the two guards. They seemed disinterested, but I knew appearances could be deceiving.

I also knew there was no way in hell they’d agree to leave the three of us here, alone, with a prisoner suspected of murder.

“Hey,” Carmen said loudly to the guards. “Why is he being held here? In the dark, chained in iron?”

“That is how it’s done,” one of the guards answered shortly.

“Well, I think that’s bullshit,” my sister declared, and she rose from her crouch and stalked over to the two guards, though her voice didn’t get any quieter as she got closer.

“Tell me,” I said in a hushed voice to Larkspur, because I knew what Carmen was doing. Even if we couldn’t speak to Larkspur alone, we could prevent the guards from overhearing all of the details. “Tell me about Amaranth.”

“I loved her,” Larkspur breathed, and I was taken aback, but only slightly. He’d called her ‘Mara’ after all. “Fiercely. To madness, maybe. And she loved me. I would never have wanted to hurt her deliberately, I know that much, at least.”

“You two were…?” I let the question hang, and the faerie man nodded.

“She was only a little younger than Jamesia, perhaps thirty. There are rumors they shared a father, but either way, they were friends. I never thought she would pay attention to… someone like me.”

“Jamesia?” I asked, for a moment confused about the name, but then it clicked. “Do you mean Jamison Hawthorn? He had a full-faerie half-sister?”

“It’s quite common for half-bloods to have full-blooded siblings, yes,” Larkspur told me. “Many have no contact with one another. But even if they weren’t related, Mara and Jamesia knew one another. She was as vocal within the Court as he was in the human realm. But because I have rumors about my own parentage… I felt it would be safer for her if we kept things private.”

“So no one knew?” I asked him, and he shook his head as his green gaze drifted to Cassia, who was still standing perfectly still behind me.

“No one,” he said. “At least, not to my knowledge. Someone may have discovered us.”

I had to admit, it would make sense. If someone else killed Amaranth and was trying to get away with it, pinning the murder on her secret lover, rumored to be half-Unseelie, would be a good angle. It could be played off as Larkspur growing tired about keeping their relationship secret, or the pair of them had argued about differences in opinion on half-bloods and humans.

“Where do you stand on humans and half-bloods?” I asked the young man in the cell.

“Honestly, I don’t care.” Larkspur shrugged. “They don’t bother me like they do so many others within the Court. Jamesia-- or, Jamison, as you said-- is kind and affable. I’ve not seen my own siblings in over ten years, and yet they came all this way, risking so much, to try and save me? They are as capable of love and cruelty as we are.”

“Enough!” I turned sharply to see one of the guards had grown tired of Carmen’s non-stop barrage of questions, or maybe they’d finally figured out it was a distraction tactic. “If you continue like this, we’ll throw you in one of the cells!”

“The hell you will,” my sister scoffed, and one of them clamped a hand down on her shoulder.

“Hey!” I snapped, and I rose to stand. “Let go of her!”

“She needs to be taught a lesson,” the guard growled at me. “Protest, and you can join her behind iron.”

“And when Cassia returns to the hall to tell the Queen you’ve thrown two of her personal guests in chains?” I asked.

“Our masters may be half-bloods, but that half is noble-born,” Carmen added coldly, and she grabbed the guard’s wrist and pulled it off her shoulder. “Touch me again, and I’ll rip off your arm.”

Though I doubted my sister’s ability to actually follow through on that threat-- she wasn’t super-strong like Artemis, after all-- I didn’t doubt her conviction to at least try.

Neither, it seemed, did the guard, because he didn’t try to grab her again.

“You are here to speak with the prisoner, nothing more,” he said sternly. “Continue like this, and you will be brought back to the hall to face our Queen’s judgment.”

“Best hope we don’t tell her how the two of you behaved, then,” Carmen said as she turned back to Larkspur’s cell, and the pair of us crouched back down beside the faerie prisoner.

“Anyway,” I said to him. “I believe you didn’t kill Amaranth. Not intentionally, anyway. What do you remember about Beltane before the murder?”

This seemed like less sensitive information than a clandestine romance, and something Larkspur wouldn’t care about if the guards overheard.

“I…” Larkspur frowned and looked down, clearly struggling to remember. “It’s… hazy. The revelries of the Beltane festivities can be… intense.”

“I think Kegan told me about them once,” Carmen said. “He didn’t call it Beltane, but he talked about these insane parties, where everyone’s high and dancing, and there’s orgies everywhere or something.”

“A little oversimplified, but pretty much,” Larkspur answered. “Beltane is the renewal, where Samhain is the removal. The old world dies and is reborn.”

“So you were at the festivities?” I asked him. “With Amaranth?”

“She and I… met,” he said in a careful tone, with a glance over at the guards. “I have no memory of harming her. Our conversation was civil, kind. She… she was always kind. To me. To everyone.”

“She sounds nice,” Carmen said in the same gentle tone as earlier. It was strange to hear her speak like that, like… she was a big sister.

Technically, there were only minutes between the pair of us, but I’d always felt like the elder one, just because I was a little more mature, a little more practical. Carmen had been the goofball who dismantled engines and couldn’t sit still for longer than three seconds, who hacked into databases when she was bored because she liked figuring out how computer code all fit together as much as a piece of machinery. This woman was instead calm, collected, and mature. It wasn’t totally unfamiliar, because she was still my sister, and I knew she was kind, but it was strange to see her behaving so adult.

I wondered then if I’d been babying her a little bit. I’d been so preoccupied with keeping her safe that I’d missed out on how she’d done everything I’d done-- killing monsters, facing down the likes of Sullivan Scratch and the chimera, and now braving the innumerable dangers of a Fae Court.

Maybe I hadn’t been giving her enough credit.

“She was,” Larkspur said. “Amaranth was… it was as though light shone out of her. She tried so hard to see the good in everyone.”

“What were you talking about that night?” I asked.

“I… I don’t think we talked much just then,” Larkspur replied. “I remember she seemed… preoccupied. She said she had something she wanted to discuss later, but it wasn’t the sort of thing talked about at Beltane.”

“What sort of thing do you talk about at Beltane?” my sister asked him.

“Beltane is the renewal,” he repeated. “It’s considered good fortune to discuss the creation of things. Having children, making partner commitments. I… I had suspected she wanted to discuss leaving Faerie, she’d finally grown too tired of the treatment of half-bloods and humans within the Court. It would be bad luck to discuss such a thing on a night of celebration and coming together.”

“You ‘had’ suspected that,” Carmen echoed. “What about now?”

“Now… I wonder if she discovered something that put her in danger,” Larkspur said with an uneasy frown. “She might have told me later that night, but my memories… I must have indulged too much. Rumors are common within the Seelie Court, but proof is rare. I wonder if she caught sight of something dangerous. Everyone says I was the last person to see Mara alive, but… that can’t be true. Whoever killed her must have been, surely. Whoever slipped her that poison.”

I thought about this. Maybe Larkspur indulged too much, or maybe Amaranth hadn’t been the only one with something slipped into their food or drink. Maybe the murder had been specifically timed to make Larkspur seem guilty, but also to render him incapable of proving his innocence by saying he hadn’t done it. Memory alteration was a drastic way to get around lying, but faeries were left with no other choice. Maybe others, in the past, had altered their own memories so they wouldn’t incriminate themselves.

“Where did you leave Amaranth? And around what time?” I asked him.

“It was… close to midnight, I think,” Larkspur replied. “In her rooms. I had to leave to prepare for the festivities.”

I saw in his eyes what he really meant. The pair of them had snuck away for some private time before the big, public party.

“Did you see anyone as you left, though?” Carmen asked. “Anyone just… in the hallway?”

“I passed a few guards,” Larkspur said. “But no one within the Court proper. Or… well…”

“Well?” I prompted. “Well, what?”

“I… I think I bumped into someone,” he said in a careful tone, and his green eyes narrowed as he tried to wade through the muddled memories. “I… yes. I was walking too quickly, I didn’t want to be late. I walked right into him.”

“Him who?” Carmen pressed. “Larkspur, you have to remember.”

The young man in the cell furrowed his brow as he thought about it, and I could see the effort in his expression as he struggled to remember.

“It…” he said slowly. “It was Tares Rue.”


Chapter 12

I swallowed.

“Tares had some… choice opinions about one of our associates,” I said in a careful tone. “And he seemed defensive about how we were asking members of the Court for details of Amaranth’s death.”

“He’s a dick,” Carmen said flatly, and she glanced at me. “But like you said earlier, just because someone’s awful doesn’t mean they’re guilty. Him walking near Amaranth’s room isn’t proof.”

“It’s suspicious he would be there at that time, though, right?” I asked as I looked over at Larkspur. “If this was during one of the biggest festivals of the year.”

“Very suspicious,” Larkspur agreed, and his brow was still furrowed in concentration. “But… I don’t remember anything further. I don’t even know if I said anything to him, or if I just continued on my way.”

“Do you think Tares could have done something to hurt Amaranth?” my sister asked the faerie man.

“Possibly, but I can’t say for sure,” Larkspur answered. “Tares… he was… focused on her. Perhaps a little obsessive. I thought it was just about their differences in politics-- he’s made no secret he disapproves of half-bloods and humans. Maybe that rivalry went deeper than I realized.”

“Everyone I spoke to seemed pretty neutral about Amaranth,” I said. “From what I could tell, her… radical ideas were largely indulged.”

“She was young, for a fae,” Larkspur said. “In Faerie, you’re considered a child until you are about forty. It’s a bit different for half-bloods, of course, but Amaranth was full-blooded, and many thought of her as flighty and impassioned, a crusade that would mellow with age. But I knew different. She wasn’t saying those things for attention, or to cause trouble. She truly, deeply believed in the betterment of our conduct. In how we treat half-bloods and humans.”

“And… where do you stand?” Carmen asked. Her tone wasn’t accusatory, and it would have almost been conversational if not for the iron bars between her and Larkspur.

The faerie man shrugged.

“I know I have no right to speak on what half-bloods are owed,” he said. “But I know if not for my siblings, my fate would already be sealed. And Amaranth… she saw things differently. She didn’t need to be taught to think that way, like I did. She just… opened her eyes.”

I wondered if Larkspur possibly being half Unseelie would have contributed to his attitudes about humans, if he would have been naturally more inclined to be cruel, and Amaranth had taught him to be better, or if he’d been eager to reject that side of him and so had tried to be kinder to humans. Either way, I could see the guilt troubling him for his past actions.

What was worse, I knew some of that guilt was directionless, because he couldn’t fully remember what had happened, and if he was at fault.

“I loved her,” he told us hoarsely, and tears began to well in his green eyes. His grief seemed to have overridden his desire to keep the relationship secret. “More than anything. I… I cannot let myself believe I would have harmed her intentionally. I would rather fall on the blade myself.”

He put his head in his hands, and he didn’t even seem to notice when the iron cuff on his wrist shifted and began to sear into a new piece of flesh. The faint smell of burning became a little stronger, and I heard a pained hiss push itself from his lips as he wept into his hands.

“I loved her,” he said again, and his breaths were shaky and high-pitched as he struggled to inhale between the sobs that wracked his body. “I loved her. And she’s gone.”

Over his tears, I heard the rustle of fabric behind me.

“Larkspur…” Cassia said in a tearful voice.

“Hey!” one of the guards immediately snapped, and he marched forward to grab Cassia by the bicep. “You knew our terms. Not a word. Out.”

“No!” Cassia protested. “No, please! He’s my son, I’m sorry! Please!”

“You knew the terms,” the other guard growled. “Leave. Now.”

“Please!” the faerie woman cried. “Please, no! He’s my son! Let me-- let me-- please!”

The guards weren’t hearing it, and the one who had grabbed Cassia’s arm practically dragged her from the room.

“Hey!” Carmen shouted, and she jumped to her feet. “Let go of her! Leave her alone!”

“We warned her before she entered,” the other guard said, and his previously indifferent expression hardened. “And that is the second time you’ve spoken out of turn, human. Out! Both of you, out!”

I curled my hand around the cool metal of the iron bars that separated Larkspur from me, just in case the guard tried to physically pull me from the room, too.

“We’ll figure this out,” I swore to him. “I promise. We’ll figure out what really happened. We’ll fix this.”

“It’s too late for me, just get justice for Mara, and… look after my mother,” Larkspur whispered to me, and that was all I could catch before the guard who’d ordered us to leave grabbed me by the shoulder and wrenched me away from the bars.

“Out!” he barked, and he shoved Carmen and I through the prison doorway.

I stumbled as I fought to keep my balance and narrowly avoided face-planting the mossy floor. The world became a blur of too-bright light and too-loud voices, and everything was so chaotic that it took me several seconds to separate the guards’ orders from Carmen’s cursing and Cassia’s pleas.

“No!” the faerie woman wailed again, but it was so bright out here I couldn’t really see what was going on.

I squinted against the glare of all the sunlight and crystal paneling and saw Cassia fighting to try and re-enter the prison cells.

The guards each had her by the arms and were pulling her further away from the door as if she weighed no more than a kitten.

“He’s my son! Let me see him! He’s my son!”

“Consider yourself fortunate we don’t take your tongue for your insolence,” one of the guards warned her. In unison, they let go of her arms and shoved her back, and she would have fallen to the floor if Carmen hadn’t moved to steady her. “Make your peace with him, his traitor’s blood will be banished in two days. Rightly so.”

“Please!” Cassia sobbed, but her begging fell on deaf ears as one of the guards relocked the heavy door and set the key on his belt.

“Cassia,” my sister said, in the same unusually gentle tone she’d spoken to Larkspur in. “I’m sorry.”

“I just want to see him,” Cassia sniffled, and she pressed one hand to her mouth as the other held on to my sister for support. “I didn’t know. I didn’t know any of it.”

“Come on.” Carmen began to lead Cassia back down the hallway. “He knows you love him, he saw your face. He doesn’t need your words to know how you feel, and how you’re trying everything you can to help him.”

“Am I?” the faerie woman asked bitterly. “He’s sitting in an iron cell, and I continue to frolic around the Court as if nothing is wrong. I was too weak, too much of a coward, to even try and help him myself. I instead went to Cal-- to Kylah and Kegan, begging for them to fix my own mistakes.”

I had to admit I didn’t think very highly of Cassia when it came to how she’d treated Kylah and Kegan, but I could respect how she knew she’d made mistakes in the past, and she was clearly trying to atone in whatever way she could. It was equally clear she wanted nothing more than to help Larkspur.

“Well, the visit was informative at least,” I said. “We know more about what happened the night Amaranth died. Someone obviously altered Larkspur’s memory so he wouldn’t be able to prove his innocence.”

“Is there a history of that here?” Carmen asked as she turned to Cassia. “People fucking with their own memories to feign innocence? The way Larkspur said, it seemed like there’s a precedent for that sort of thing.”

“He said he would never deliberately harm Amaranth, and I believe he has no reason to twist his words,” Cassia said. “But… yes. There have been cases of the Fair Folk intentionally altering their memories to escape persecution. That Larkspur cannot remember for sure whether he is innocent or guilty would paint him as guilty and attempting to evade capture.”

“It looks to me like he was framed, though,” I said. “Bumping into Tares right outside Amaranth’s door? How defensive he was when Artemis questioned him? Something’s not right.”

“Maybe he has a vendetta against people like Amaranth and Larkspur,” Carmen suggested. “People who are too close to humans and faeries who are too close to…”

She trailed off, and her gaze flickered over to Cassia, just for a moment. I knew what she’d been going to say, though. We all did.

“Those rumors,” I said to Cassia as we walked further away from the dark cells. I could see how draining it had been on the faerie woman to be so close to her son but forbidden from comforting him, from speaking to him, and it felt cruel to ask her about this now, but I was sure it was related to our investigation. “About… you know.”

“I will not breathe life into them by discussing them,” Cassia told me flatly, and her lips pursed into a thin line. “They will never die as it is. Not after what he’s been accused of.”

“But is it possible Tares would have an axe to grind with Larkspur because of it?” Carmen asked. “Like he wants to… to ‘purify’ the Seelie Court?”

“I wouldn’t put it past him, though I can’t say for sure,” the faerie woman replied.

“We need to tell the others,” I said to Carmen. “Not just Sami and Artemis, either. We need to speak to Kylah and Kegan.”

“Do you think the Queen would let us?” she asked me, and her expression was uneasy. “I don’t want to be in her debt any more than we already are.”

“Neither do I,” I said and suppressed a shudder. “But we need to speak with them. We need to tell them what’s going on, and they can probably help us figure out some of what we don’t already know.”

I could see in my sister’s face that she wanted to see them, too. It still felt wrong and unbalanced to be without the Campbells when they’d been our first allies in this crazy world of magic and monsters. We were both eager to correct that imbalance, and to get them back as quickly as possible.

Cassia led us back to the main hall of the Court, and by the time we walked in through the grand doors, she had recomposed herself and seemed for all the world as though nothing was wrong. It was kind of impressive how quickly she schooled her face into a mask of indifference, and as we walked through the center of the hall to where the Fae Queen lounged on the throne, Cassia looked practically triumphant.

“My Queen,” she said when the three of us approached the throne. “We would beg your indulgence to visit my two eldest children, the half-bloods.”

“I see…” the Fae Queen purred as her eyes roved over first Cassia, then Carmen, and finally me, and I felt that familiar shiver as her black eyes bored into mine. “Who is ‘we’ in this instance?”

“Myself and these two,” Cassia said as she gestured to Carmen and me. “And their two companions.”

“Where are they?” Carmen then asked.

“In the library,” the Fae Queen answered. “I have already granted you the indulgence of seeing your son, Cassia nic Liatris. Do not glutton yourself on my generosity.”

Cassia seemed to falter, but before she could reply, another voice called out.

“Leo? Carmen?”

I looked over sharply to see Asami and Artemis standing off to the side. Asami had several sheets of paper tucked into the waistband of her pants and a streak of black ink up the side of her left hand. She always got that stain because she was left-handed and often wrote too quickly when she was too caught in thought to let the ink dry properly.

She’d explained it to me once that if she didn’t get the ideas down quickly, they would just vanish out of her head forever. I was hopeful the stain on her hand meant she’d had ideas about how to prove Larkspur’s innocence, but it was equally possible she’d learned something fascinating in her search and hadn’t wanted to forget it.

“Sami,” Carmen said in a relieved tone. “Good timing. We’re going to see Kylah and Kegan.”

“Are you now?” the Fae Queen asked, and her voice now bore a hint of sharpness, like honey poured over thorns. “Calla and Kerria are confined to apartments rather than cells because of their noble blood, but they are still forbidden from walking in this Court as though they are equal to its members.”

The last thing I wanted was the Fae Queen’s attention focusing on one of the others. Her attention would only bring danger, so I stepped forward and spread my hands.

“We… we don’t consider ourselves equals to you and yours,” I said slowly. “Never, my Queen. We know the Fair Folk are far superior. It’s simply that… Calla and Kerria have committed no crime. None they were able to stop, at least. Larkspur received visitors, is it not just they should receive some in kind? To further our investigation, of course. We intend to be thorough and… root out every piece of information there is to learn.”

The Queen’s black eyes glittered with intrigue and anticipation, and I hoped it meant I’d won her over. If we could count on anything in this fucked-up place, it was the Queen’s desire for entertainment, and rooting out dirty little secrets was sure to be her favorite kind.

“You make a… compelling case,” she finally said, and she drummed her fingertips on the arm of her throne. “Very well. You and your three companions may visit them. But Cassia nic Liatris, you may not.”

“What?” Carmen frowned. “But she’s their mother!”

“Do not remind me of that which I already know,” the Fae Queen said coldly. “The less contact those of full blood have with them, the better. Their mother’s blood protects them just as their father’s damns them. But I will not tolerate intermingling where it is not absolutely necessary.”

“Of course, my Queen,” I said before Carmen could respond, and I bowed deeply. “Your generosity is not to be overlooked. You have our gratitude.”

“Hmm.” The Queen seemed a little mollified by this and waved us all away impatiently. “Go. Conduct your… investigation.”

I nodded and waved over Asami and Artemis, who hurriedly crossed the large, empty space before the Queen’s throne, with their eyes downcast so as not to catch anyone’s attention.

Cassia’s face was still rigidly impassive, and she turned to me and took my hand.

“Please,” she said, and her voice was tight with the effort of controlling her emotions. “Let them know how much I-- how sorry I am to have put them in this position.”

“I will,” I said, and I patted her hand comfortingly.

The faerie woman managed a tight smile, and then she went to disappear into the amassed crowds along the sides of the room.

“How was your meeting with Larkspur?” Artemis asked as we moved away from the Queen’s throne.

“Informative, I think,” I answered, but I didn’t look at the werewolf woman as I answered because I was too busy scanning the crowds for Amaryllis. I couldn’t see her, and I told myself this was a good thing. I didn’t want any more contact with her than necessary. “We’ll tell you when we’re somewhere a little more private.”

“What about you guys in the library?” Carmen then asked, and she pointed to Asami’s stained hand. Clearly, she also knew it meant the researcher had been productive. “Anything?”

“I have a list of poisons that could kill a faerie in the manner Amaranth was killed,” Asami said. “It’s not a long list, but some of them are definitely easier to come by than others. The most likely candidate is oleander, I think. It’s very toxic, to humans and to faeries.”

“That’s something then, and we have a decent suspect,” I said. “We can compare notes on the way, come on.”

Once again, we were escorted by guards to where we needed to go. A set of four with two in front of Artemis and me and two behind Carmen and Asami.

“You okay?” I asked the werewolf woman as we walked, because every line of her was tense with unease.

“I’ve been better,” she answered. “Being surrounded by the Fair Folk with no clear exit is… not my idea of fun.”

“I don’t think it’s anyone’s,” I said in a sympathetic tone.

For all their gold and jewels, the fae were disturbing and so far from human in their thinking. Their beauty was striking but often went too far into the grotesque, alien, and unsettling.

Maybe faeries were what humans thousands of years ago had mistaken for angels. As far as I knew, angels weren’t real-- certainly, no one had mentioned them to Carmen or me. The thought came to me suddenly, out of nowhere, but once it was there, I couldn’t help but wonder.

But these thoughts were pushed from my mind as the guards stopped before a door and unlocked it with a similar demeanor to how they’d unlocked the door to Larkspur’s dungeon earlier. It was clear in their minds there was no difference in how he and the Campbells should be treated. Maybe they even found it a bit offensive that half-bloods were being kept in such comfort, compared to a full-blooded faerie in iron shackles.

“Leo!” Kylah’s voice reached my ears before I even managed to locate her in the room.

It was as large and beautiful as the apartments I’d slept in with Asami, Carmen, and Artemis the previous night, although there was less furniture and no food. Kylah was a blur of blonde curls and green cloth as she ran toward me, and I opened my arms automatically, caught her in my embrace, and squeezed her tight.

“God, I missed you,” I said into the crook of her shoulder, and I was a little shocked to hear the unsteadiness in my voice and feel the lump in my throat.

Her absence had unbalanced me more than I’d realized, and having her back in my arms was an even greater relief than I’d imagined.

“Kegan!” Carmen cried out from behind me, and I heard a soft ‘oof’ as she presumably did to Kegan what Kylah had just done to me and all but tackled him in a tight hug.

“I missed you, too,” Kylah said back to me, and she hugged me tighter before she let go with one arm to pull Asami into the hug, too. She kissed the researcher’s temple, then mine. “Both of you. So much.”

Tears had welled in her green eyes, and as we stepped apart, she wiped at them quickly with the heel of her hand. I glanced over at Carmen, who was still buried in Kegan’s hug. His mouth was pressed to the top of her hair, and neither of them looked like they were going to move any time soon.

Artemis, who was still standing by the door, watched all of us with a content, slightly wistful expression.

“How have they been treating you?” she asked when she saw me looking at her, but she addressed her question to Kylah, who had laced the fingers of her right hand with Asami’s left and reached for me to link her free arm with mine.

I liked how she reached for Asami and me in this way, how she knew she could always rely on us to support her-- physically, if needed. Just like how we knew she would do the same for us.

“Well enough,” Kylah answered the werewolf woman’s question, and she eyed the guards who were still standing by the door with a wary expression. “I mean, we haven’t been clapped in irons or anything, but it’s obvious they’d be doing that and a lot worse if the Queen permitted it.”

“They haven’t touched us,” Kegan added. He had now tilted his head so his cheek was resting against the top of my sister’s hair, and his green eyes were watching the guards, too.

“I’d kill them if they did,” I heard Carmen mumble into Kegan’s chest, and I couldn’t help but agree.

Asami, too, and even Artemis, we were all tangled up in this bond, something fierce and perhaps a little dangerous, where we would kill for one another as much as we would die for one another.

“Mostly, it’s been boring,” Kylah sighed, and she tipped her head to rest her temple on my shoulder. “We knew this would happen, though. Half-faeries aren’t allowed within the Court, that’s an established rule.”

“We knew what we were walking into,” Kegan muttered.

And they’d come to save Larkspur, anyway. I felt a wave of admiration for Kylah and Kegan, how they’d risked so much for someone they barely knew. More than that, I knew if we’d decided not to accompany them, if Asami and Carmen and Artemis and I had, for some reason, decided not to come, they would have been locked up here with no reasonable chance at getting out. They had placed their trust in us, all while walking into a place that held nothing but ugly, painful memories.

But alongside all of that, I couldn’t help but remember what Jamison had said, about half-faeries being the perfect combination of humanity and magic-- the natural pinnacle of power. Maybe, if half-bloods weren’t bound by the tricksy laws that had ensnared so many humans, if they could baldly lie and weren’t as affected by cold iron… maybe he’d been right.

“But we’ve been managing,” Kylah said in a reassuring tone, and she squeezed my arm and Asami’s hand. “What about all of you? Have you made any progress with finding out what happened?”

“How’s Lark?” Kegan added in a quiet voice.

I could see the concern in his expression and felt a momentary kinship with the taller man. Even if he and Kylah were twins like Carmen and me, there was an undeniable sense of responsibility, a sort of ‘big brother instinct’ that couldn’t be easily ignored.

“In a word, distraught,” Carmen sighed as she finally pulled herself out from where she’d burrowed into his chest.

“They have him chained in iron,” I said grimly, and I felt Kylah flinch. “Even if he hasn’t been banished yet, it’s clear everyone thinks he’s guilty.”

“Hey,” Artemis then said, and I realized she hadn’t directed it to me or the others, but to the guards. “Give us some privacy. Wait outside.”

“We have orders to--” one of the guards began, but Artemis tipped up her chin and fixed him with a dangerous look.

“I’m telling you to give us some space, so we can discuss things properly. Unless you want to tell the Queen you were interfering in an investigation she sanctioned?”

The guard scowled at the werewolf woman, but a moment later he irritably waved an arm, and he and the others shuffled back out into the hallway and closed the door behind them. I knew they’d probably only acquiesced because we were trapped in here, so it wasn’t like we could break the Campbells out, but I was still thankful for a bit of privacy to speak freely in.

“Thanks,” Kylah said to Artemis, and the amber-eyed woman grinned.

“No sweat,” she said. “Now, I know Carmen and Leo have a lot to tell all of us, but I’m betting you and Kegan can help to contextualize it, too.”

“We’ll do our best,” Kegan assured her as my sister raised a hand to cup his face and stroked her thumb over his cheek sympathetically.

The six of us sat down on the plush couches, and Carmen and I began by telling the others what had transpired in Larkspur’s cell-- his confession about his love affair with Amaranth, his inability to remember what had happened at Beltane, and his encounter with Tares.

“That does sound suspicious,” Kylah agreed when I was done, and her expression was uneasy. “And if Tares is as jumpy and defensive as you mentioned when you were questioning him, Artemis… who can say what he’s hiding?”

“It might be worth trying to search his rooms,” Kegan suggested. “Every nobleman has apartments within the Court itself, and when it’s so close to the Summer Solstice, pretty much everyone will be staying here.”

“You think he would’ve left evidence that could incriminate him in a murder?” Artemis asked and looked unconvinced. “Surely he couldn’t be that smug?”

“Hard to say, with nobles,” Kylah said lightly. “But I think it’s worth a shot. Even the slightest bit of evidence could cast doubt on Larkspur’s charge. And Tares can’t lie and say he didn’t see Larkspur that night.”

“But he could turn it around,” Carmen pointed out with a scowl. “He could have just been doing something totally unrelated, and then it turns into him seeing Larkspur come out of Amaranth’s rooms shortly before she was found dead. It could incriminate him further.”

“I agree,” Asami nodded. “We can’t say anything for sure, but I think it’s worth searching Tares’ rooms. We just won’t bring anything to him, or the Queen, or the Court in general until we have solid evidence. Something beyond circumstance.”

“There’s no way circumstantial evidence will work here,” I agreed. “It’s all implications and double-meanings. We need hard proof.

“Accusing someone of something is dangerous,” Kylah said, and her lips pursed into a thin line that made her look like Cassia for a split second. “If we make a mistake, and the accusation turns out not to be true, we could be accused of lying to the Court. We’d be killed for sure.”

“Hard proof it is, then.” Carmen grimaced. “So, how do we go about searching Tares’ rooms?”

“It should be easy enough, really,” Kegan told us. “Most of the Court spend their time in the main hall during the day. But the festivities for the Solstice will start tomorrow-- early, since it’s the longest day of the year, so people will probably go to bed early, too.”

“We should move quickly, then,” I said. “If Larkspur’s due to be banished to the Sloo… the Slah…”

“Sluagh Na Marbh,” Asami filled in for me. Her words were smooth and her pronunciation impeccable.

“Yeah, that,” I said. “That’ll probably be, like, a finale thing, right? Not straight away?”

“It’ll depend on how the Queen is feeling,” Kylah sighed. “But seeing as she sanctioned our investigation to entertain her, she’ll probably be relishing the outcome. I don’t think she’d spend that anticipation right at the start of the day.”

“So we have a bit more time, but still not much,” Artemis said, and the werewolf woman nodded decisively. “Alright, then. Tares’ rooms. And if we don’t find anything there?”

“We approach Tares directly and ask what he was doing the night Amaranth died,” I said. “As long as we don’t mention Larkspur, he won’t have a reason to suspect we know anything. We just have to pay attention to how he words his responses.”

“Would it be worth telling the Queen about Larkspur and Amaranth’s relationship?” Carmen asked with a look at Kylah and Kegan.

“Probably not,” Kegan said. “She’d enjoy the drama, but it would probably only make him look more guilty. Like she was going to leave him, so he killed her instead, or she was embarrassed to be seen with a potential Unseelie. Spurned lovers can do terrible things.”

“But Larkspur was the one who wanted to keep the relationship secret,” Carmen argued.

Still, Kylah shook her head.

“Everything that isn’t concrete evidence will be twisted,” she told my sister. “I’d prefer not to bring Larkspur into it if we can avoid it. Any connection to Amaranth will make it look like he did have something to do with it.”

“Maybe he did,” Artemis muttered.

We all turned to look at her, and she stared back at us all.

“What?” she asked. “It’s possible. Maybe it was by accident, maybe they fought, and he made himself forget. You said yourselves faeries do that sometimes, to preserve their innocence, so they can technically lie. But Larkspur could be involved. We can’t rule it out for sure.”

“She has a point,” Carmen said, and she looked over at me. “You said the same, Leo, before we met with the kid. We can’t let our feelings color our judgment. He seems like a good kid, but we don’t know him. He could be hiding something.”

“I know,” I said in a grim voice. “It’s… complicated. I liked him, I did. But I suppose it’s still possible there’s something he’s not telling us.”

“Maybe the bumping into Tares was really a coincidence,” Artemis said as she crossed her arms. “And Larkspur’s trying to throw us off. He just picked a faerie who he knew would have issue with humans and went from there.”

“Which is why we need evidence,” Kylah argued before as she glanced between the werewolf woman and me. “Leo, Artemis-- you can’t seriously think he killed her, can you? He’s just a kid.”

“I’m not saying he’s guilty,” I told the blonde woman quickly. “I just mean… we do need to look at it from every angle. You said it yourself when you told us about Cassia’s letter. Maybe she doesn’t care about justice, maybe she asked you guys here because you can lie about Larkspur being innocent. She did ask me to tell you she’s sorry about ‘putting you in this position.’”

“She did?” Kylah asked and looked surprised, but then her expression turned uneasy. “Either way… Larkspur is still a kid. I just don’t think he could be capable of something like that, not after what you told us. It sounds like he really loved her.”

“He did,” Carmen said, and she reached over to clasp one of Kylah’s hands. “And one way or another, we’re going to find the truth. No matter what Cassia wants, no matter what the Court thinks about his parentage, or yours.”

“Agreed,” Asami interjected, and when I looked over at Artemis, the werewolf woman nodded firmly.

“Then it’s settled,” I said. “We’ll have a look in Tares’ rooms. Monkey, you and Sami should go back to the Court. Try and distract people a little. Don’t pick a fight.”

I felt the need to add this because, knowing my sister, she would see picking a fight as the most efficient way to distract the Court. But we also needed to remain fairly covert. If a fight broke out, people would ask where the rest of us were.

“I take it then that you and I will search Tares’ rooms?” Artemis asked, and I nodded.

“Carmen can use her vibes-ability or whatever to get a read off some of the people in the Court-- see if anyone, like Tares, is particularly suspicious. My own abilities were amplified when I used them, it should be the same for you, too, Monkey.”

“I’ll say,” my sister scoffed. “It’s been haywire since we got here. Everyone’s so sneaky and self-obsessed, I doubt I’ll get anything useful. But I can push a few buttons.”

As if to prove her point, she stood up from where she’d been sitting next to Kegan, kissed his cheek, and marched over to the door.

“Hey!” she called belligerently as she hammered her fist on it loudly. “Let us out! Shit to do, people to see!”

The doors opened, and the same guard who’d been surly about leaving us alone entered while glaring at my sister.

“You humans have no respect for this Court,” he huffed.

“Not really, no.” My sister smiled cheerfully and walked past him. “Come on, Sami!”

“Right behind you!” Asami said, and she jumped to her feet.

“Be safe.” Kylah caught the researcher’s hand and pulled her down for a quick kiss before she darted off after Carmen.

Once she and my sister had gone, the guard turned to look disapprovingly at Artemis and me, since we hadn’t moved.

“Well?” he demanded.

“Coming,” I said evenly, as if he was being perfectly polite, but I kissed each of Kylah’s cheeks, then the tip of her nose, before I stood up. “Come on, Artie.”

“Don’t call me that,” the werewolf woman said at once, but she was smirking as she followed me out of the room.

“Your… companions went that way,” the guard said when we were in the hallway, and he pointed in one direction.

I nodded and immediately began to head the other way.

“Hey! Where are you going?”

“We’re not interested in returning to the main hall just yet,” I said to the guard, which was about as truthful as I could be without giving something important away.

I realized, belatedly, that it kind of sounded like Artemis and I were sneaking off for a clandestine rendezvous, but this was probably the safer assumption for the faeries to make, when the truth was we were planning to break into a noble’s private chambers.

Incidentally, the guards didn’t follow us, which was an unexpected bonus, but I spoke in a low voice as we walked, just in case someone could hear.

“You think you got a good read on Tares’ scent when you spoke to him?” I asked the werewolf woman, and she nodded.

“The Fair Folk all reek of flowers,” she said. “It’s pretty strong, I’m sure you’ve noticed, too.”

“Only when they bleed,” I said. “When I first met the Campbells, Kegan had been injured, and his blood smelled, well, floral.”

“Interesting, I didn’t know it was in the blood,” Artemis mused as she cocked her head. “But the good news is, not all flowers smell the same. Even humans can pick out distinct scents with a bit of practice.”

“So this must be pretty easy for you,” I said.

“Not to sing my own praises, but… yeah,” she laughed.

We walked a little further along the hallway, but then she stopped before a seemingly random door.

“Here we go.”

“Damn.” I whistled. “That fast?”

“What would you do without me?” the amber-eyed woman answered with a smirk. “Of course, my scent-following skills are better than my lock-picking skills.”

“Right.” I frowned at the door. “They didn’t really teach us how to do that in the Army, either. Well, not the proper way.”

“What’s the not-proper way?” Artemis asked.

“Shooting the lock,” I said. “But I don’t have a gun on me, so that’s not an option, either.”

We both stared at the ornate, locked door for several moments, and then Artemis grabbed my hand. I startled at the touch, since I hadn’t been expecting it, and something warm unfurled in my stomach when she threaded our fingers together.

“Uh, Artemis…?” I began.

“Boost my strength,” she said with her eyes still firmly focused on the door. “Just a little. I won’t need much.

Without further comment, I did as she asked and let my power flow through our joined hands. Artemis then reached out with her free hand and grasped the door handle, and she twisted it and gave a short, sharp shove. There was a sharp noise as the lock snapped off in the doorframe, and the door swung forward easily.

A small piece of metal fell to the floor, and Artemis crouched down to pick it up and slip it in her pocket. The sudden lack of her skin against mine was an unusual jolt that felt a little like someone had zapped me with static electricity.

“It’s not particularly neat, but it should be a while before anyone notices the damage,” Artemis said as we walked into Tares’ rooms.

The door closed behind us normally, since the actual latch was fine, it just wouldn’t lock.

“Good enough for now,” I said. “We need to focus on-- holyyyy shit.”

I cut myself off as I took in the sight of Tares’ private rooms. The layout was the same as the apartment Kylah and Kegan were being kept in, and the one the rest of us had slept in, but other than that, it was unrecognizable.

“I… guess this is what happens when you’re living pretty permanently in the Court,” Artemis said, and there was an unmistakable unease in her tone as she looked around.

There were all kinds of metal contraptions whose functions I couldn’t begin to guess, and plants were lining the walls and on shelves, even taking up space next to books. It was like a cross between a mad scientist’s laboratory, a greenhouse, and Asami’s dream library.

“I think Sami would go absolutely insane if she saw this place,” I said, and Artemis laughed.

“She’d faint,” the werewolf woman agreed. “But this also means there’s a lot of shit for us to sift through, and not a lot of time.”

“Better work fast, then,” I said. “Look for anything that could link him to Larkspur or Amaranth. Letters, diary entries, that sort of thing. Bad blood.”

This was easier said than done. There were half a dozen desks in this room, all overflowing with papers covered in quick, haphazard notes, books left open on specific pages, and small glass containers filled with brightly-colored liquids. If Tares hadn’t been such a colossal asshole to Artemis and the others, I would’ve liked to see him and Asami discuss their obvious shared interest in magical theory, where mysticism was instead reimagined as super-advanced science.

I got through the first two desks and found absolutely nothing of any use, and I was moving onto a third as Artemis began to examine the other rooms. Apparently, Tares’ bedroom was comparably bare, with absolutely nothing of note, but the other adjoining room was also overflowing with notes and books and plants and the desperate search for knowledge.

Then…

“Leo!”

Artemis called my name so loudly it made me jump almost a foot in the air. I literally dropped the book I’d been flicking through and raced across the cluttered room, and I was terrified I’d see her trapped in some crazy contraption, or locked in a spell-circle, or having been caught by someone we hadn’t realized was here.

Instead, I found the amber-eyed woman unharmed, and she was holding the top drawer of yet another desk open and staring at the contents.

“What?” I asked. “Everything alright?”

I was suddenly sure she’d found something gruesome, like Amaranth’s severed heart wrapped in paper, or something similarly macabre in a creepily pretty way, as so many things in faerie were. I thought again of Celosia’s dress, stitched together from butterfly wings, and shuddered.

“Look at this,” Artemis said, and she gestured into the desk drawer.

The only thing in there was a single, large book. It was handsomely bound in rich leather with a gold-leaf image of rue flowers embossed on the front.

But that wasn’t all.

“It’s… bound in iron,” I said in disbelief. Thin strips of metal snaked over the book like an exoskeleton, with tiny flecks of reddish rust on some of the edges. “What the fuck?”

“Could someone have left it here, you think?” Artemis asked me. “Like… some kind of trap?”

“Or… maybe it does belong to Tares,” I said. “Look, it’s the only thing in this drawer. Like it’s special. Maybe the iron is a way to make sure no other faerie can read it. If they touch this, it’ll burn them.”

“Which also means it would burn Tares,” the werewolf woman pointed out as she glanced back at the book. “He must have some pretty sensitive stuff if he’s putting it in here. Secret formulas, maybe? Hidden knowledge?”

“Or a diary with an account of how he murdered Amaranth and framed Larkspur,” I said darkly.

“Well,” Artemis said. “If it’s iron, we can touch it.”

She reached into the drawer and carefully lifted the book out and onto the desktop. She didn’t need to borrow my strength to snap off the metal spines holding it closed, and the book flipped open easily as she tossed the strips of metal aside.

And as it did, a sheaf of papers fell out from between the pages.

“Shit,” I said, and I crouched to pick them up.

A cursory glance at one of the sheets revealed them to be letters, some still in envelopes, but most were just folded up from where they’d been stuffed into the book’s pages.

“This isn’t a diary,” Artemis muttered as her amber eyes scanned the book. “The pages… they’re blank. There must be some kind of spell to reveal the contents, or maybe only Tares can see it.”

“Never mind the book,” I said, because I’d picked up the last letter, and in doing so, had unfolded it enough that I could see the signature along the bottom. “Look at this.”

The thin, spidery handwriting was a little difficult to make out, but once I had, the name was unmistakable.

Amaryllis nic Sage.


Chapter 13

“Amaryllis,” Artemis read off the paper, and she snapped the book closed. “But… that can’t mean anything, can it? One letter doesn’t mean…”

“One letter, no,” I agreed. “But a letter folded up inside a diary bound in iron? Tares has something to hide. Something about his association with her. Maybe he’s involved with the half-faerie murders, too.”

Something cold and furious was rising up inside me at the idea that Amaryllis might be playing us again. I hadn’t for a moment suspected she could be involved with Tares, or that her crusade to exterminate half-fae might involve recruiting other nobles of the Court. It had seemed so extreme when most of the faeries here didn’t give a damn about anyone other than themselves.

I unfolded the letter fully and tried to read the rest. It was still tricky, because Amaryllis’ handwriting was loopy and cursive, and some of the ink had faded, but I could make out the gist of it.

“Here,” I said, and I pointed to a line. “She’s encouraging Tares to join up some campaign to… to ‘purge our noble Court of its impurities.’ That sounds like her trafficking ring to me alright. And she all but told me she had a new partner when I confronted her in the main hall.”

“Tares can’t be her new partner, though, can he?” Artemis asked with a frown. “She was with Scratch because vampires can lie, and it gave her plausible deniability-- no one would believe a Seelie noblewoman would work with a vampire.”

“Maybe,” I admitted. “It sounds like she’s trying to win him over to her side, but there’s no date here, so it could be weeks old. He could have already agreed.”

“But why?” the werewolf woman insisted. “Why risk exposing herself to others in the Court? They could condemn her, confirm her involvement.”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I guess she must’ve been pretty confident Tares would agree. Can’t say for sure, though.”

“In that case, why don’t you just ask?”

I whipped around at the sound of another voice, and standing in the doorway to the side room was Amaryllis.

“I must admit,” she said in a biting tone, and her lilac eyes narrowed with hatred. “I didn’t expect you and yours to get this far.”

“The Fair Folk do have a habit of underestimating other species,” Artemis said coldly.

“Only your capacity for deceit,” the faerie woman argued. “More the fool me for letting you live. I ought to have slit your throat in the main hall and been done with it.”

“Pleasure to see you, again, too, Amaryllis,” I said in a grim voice. “I take it you’re the reason we were even summoned here in the first place. Tell me, did you kill Amaranth because she found out about your activities in the human world, or did you just need an excuse to lure us here for revenge?”

“I didn’t touch that wretch,” she scoffed. “Amaranth nic Hosta was a plague upon the ways of Seelie, but she did not die by my hand. I was not the one who slipped the poison into her wine.”

This caught me off-guard a little. As far as I could tell, there was no room for interpretation in that statement, but it didn’t make sense.

If Amaryllis hadn’t been the one to kill Amaranth, who had?

“You got Tares to do it, didn’t you?” Artemis bared her teeth in a snarl, and her hands clenched into fists. “That letter, I bet there are others, I bet you won him over to your sick cause and made him seal the deal by killing someone who might stir up support against you.”

“What an active imagination you have,” Amaryllis drawled as she took a step toward us, and I couldn’t help but feel a little like prey being stalked by a predator. “The both of you. I did not kill Amaranth, and that is all that matters to the Court. It is sacrilege to spill noble fae blood.”

My body moved before my mind could think it through. One moment, I was standing in front of Artemis and still holding the damning letter to Tares. The next moment, I snatched up one of the snapped iron bands from the desk, barreled into Amaryllis, and pinned her back against the wall as I pressed the iron to her throat like the tip of a knife.

Amaryllis let out a dry, pained gasp, and her hands came up to claw at me, to push my weight off her, but between the iron weakening her and the fact I was boosting my own strength again, it was hardly an even struggle.

“You…” she hissed furiously. “You will pay for this! You and everyone you love will die screaming!”

“Maybe so,” I growled. “But I haven’t spilled any blood. Not yet. So tell us the truth. Or I’ll slit your throat with iron, and all your efforts for power will be wasted. Forgotten. Pathetic.”

Amaryllis glared at me with rage-filled purple eyes, but I could see the fear, too. I knew I’d been right before about how she lusted after the power, respect, and fear the Queen commanded, power that could never be hers in the Fae world. Power she could only get in the human world, but it was a cheap imitation I knew would never truly satisfy her. But it was all she had, and all she would have if I killed her here and now.

Artemis stepped past us both and closed the door to the side room. The main door of the apartment was closed again, but it couldn’t hurt to have an extra barrier. I felt the werewolf woman come to stand at my side, and I knew she was ready in case Amaryllis managed to break free. My own strength was decent, with a magical boost, but a werewolf’s was plenty to take on a faerie.

“You tried to hurt my sister,” I snarled as I glared at Amaryllis. “You threatened my family. You seem to think you know so much about humans. Tell me-- what do we do when someone threatens those we love?”

“Cretin--” Amaryllis wheezed out, and there was the faintest burning scent from where I had the sharp, jagged end of the iron spine pressed into her neck. “Reprobate. You think you can scare me?”

“I know I can,” I answered. “Now. Tell us what really happened to Amaranth. Tell us how you killed her.”

“I didn’t!” Amaryllis spat. “It was that imbecile, the boy. Lovesick fool that he was. He gave Amaranth the poison. He drugged her wine.”

“I don’t believe you,” I growled, and I jostled her enough to make the iron dig just a little deeper and scratch against a fresh piece of skin.

Amaryllis tried to stifle a cry between gritted teeth.

“You might not have done the deed, but you had a hand in it,” Artemis said from beside me. “You are not guiltless.”

“Fine!” Amaryllis spat and craned her neck away from the iron. “Fine! I gave him the tincture! I altered his memory afterward so he wouldn’t know what happened for sure. He should remember pouring something into her drink, but not what it was.”

“And what did he think it was?” I demanded. “What the fuck did you tell him to make him poison the woman he loved?”

“Oh, such a delicate little thing, is a heart,” Amaryllis said with a cold, cruel smirk. “And so obvious, when you know the right places to look. Amaranth was so pathetically apparent in her love for her half-brother, that mewling half-breed, Jamesia.”

“Jamison,” Artemis corrected, and she looked between Amaryllis and I with her jaw slack. “She knew. She knew what you were doing to the half-fae.”

Amaryllis said nothing.

“That’s right, isn’t it?” I asked and pressed the iron against her neck. “Jamison would’ve told her about the half-faeries going missing. I bet the Court wouldn’t have cared, but Amaranth would have. And she realized it was you, didn’t she? She found out, and you killed her, and you captured Jamison for good measure!”

As I said it, I remembered seeing the banner all those months ago, with the physical descriptions of the missing half-faeries. Jamison’s last sighting back then had been May 1st.

Beltane. Amaryllis had orchestrated the simultaneous murder and capture of the two biggest threats to her operation. Only Sullivan Scratch hadn’t simply killed Jamison, he’d imprisoned the half-fae and drunk him almost to death.

“Well?” I demanded when Amaryllis remained silent. “Tell us we’re wrong! Tell us we’re missing something! Or is it that you can’t, because the Fair Folk can’t lie?”

“It doesn’t change the fact Amaranth did not die by my hand,” Amaryllis told us coldly. “Larkspur is the one who poisoned her.”

It was the second time Amaryllis had said this, but something in my head just didn’t compute. I couldn’t see a linguistic loophole in the statement, but it just couldn’t be true. Not that Amaryllis would encourage such a thing, because she was more than capable, but that Larkspur had apparently gone along with it.

“And you told him to, didn’t you?” Artemis grabbed one of the faerie woman’s still-flailing hands, slammed it roughly back against the door, and pinned it by the wrist. “What lies did you tell him to make him do that? To kill the woman he loved?”

“No lies,” Amaryllis spat. “I told him to slip the tincture into her wine. I promised him it would ensure he would be the only man Amaranth would ever love.”

Something cold and heavy dropped into the pit of my stomach as a vicious, slightly deranged smile stretched across Amaryllis’ face.

“And he is,” the faerie finished in a smug, victorious tone.

“You bitch!” Artemis snarled, and Amaryllis let out a cry as the bones in her wrist were crushed together by the werewolf’s tightening grip.

“It was so easy,” Amaryllis laughed despite the pain and the iron I was still holding to her throat. “A subtle hint here and there, and the boy was all but convinced Amaranth was going to leave him. For the human world, for her half-brother, for a life he could never give her.”

I remembered what Larkspur had said in his cell, how Amaranth wanted to talk to him about something, but she’d decided not to tell him until after the Beltane festivities. He must have been convinced she was going to tell him she was leaving and slipped her the ‘love potion’ before he’d left.

“She was going to tell him,” I muttered as I pieced it all together. “Amaranth was going to tell Larkspur what you’d been up to. How you’d been murdering and torturing half-faeries. She was probably going to tell Larkspur to warn Kylah and Kegan, to ask him to help her stop you!”

“Instead, he killed the woman he loved,” Amaryllis said with a grin. “I had debated whether to undo part of the memory spell. It would put me at greater risk of being discovered, but knowing he would spend his lifetime torturing himself over what he’d done? The memory of poisoning his love? I think that would be worth the risk, don’t you? Ah!”

She cried out again as I dragged the iron spine across her neck, not enough to cut, but an angry, red, burned line appeared over her throat, like a guide on where to slice.

“And how does Tares Rue fit into all this?” Artemis demanded, and she squeezed Amaryllis’ wrist hard again before she let go, as if the faerie’s skin was physically unpleasant for her to touch.

“Oh, him,” Amaryllis said with a snort, but she was trembling, either with pain or triumph or maybe a combination of both. “A simple scapegoat. He was as inexplicably enamored with Amaranth as Larkspur. It was a simple thing to make the boy believe Amaranth was in love with Tares, rather than the other way around. Foolish thing. Just as inexplicably, she only had eyes for him, the Unseelie, half-touched trash!”

Half-touched, I could only assume, was a reference to Larkspur having half-human half-siblings.

“Amaranth was half-touched, too,” I said. “She knew it’s not your blood that makes you, but your deeds. And for all your whining about blood and nobility, she was more noble than you could ever hope to be, rotting in hatred and fear.”

“Idiots,” Amaryllis sneered with utter contempt. “You will never understand true power. True nobility. I am of the Wild and the Earth. You are animals who have barely crawled out of the muck.”

“And yet, we’re the creatures who figured out your plan,” Artemis said as her amber eyes flashed. “And now we have your testimony, we can drag you to the Queen, and you can tell everyone how you murdered one of your fellow nobles and pinned the blame on her young, scared lover.”

“Can you now?” Amaryllis asked, and even though I had her pinned, there was something predatory about her lilac gaze. “Do you think it was an accident Larkspur was the one incriminated? The brother to your blond half-breed friends? I modified his memory. I could have made it seem like a revelry haze. I could have placed the blame solely on Tares Rue, on anyone within the Court, but I chose him. Do you know why?”

“You’re a malicious bitch?” Artemis suggested flatly.

“Cassia nic Liatris.” Amaryllis’ eyes glittered as if with some kind of retribution. “She loves her son, but she could not pretend she was the murderer. She did not have the means to spin that deception, not without outright lying. So what was I, a fellow within the Seelie Court, to do but suggest she reach out to… other methods?”

That cold, heavy thing in my stomach twisted unpleasantly. So we’d been right about that, too. This all just factored into some sick revenge plot on her part.

“Her half-breed children, who could investigate and, if necessary, lie for the boy’s freedom,” Amaryllis finished smugly. “And in doing so, providing me with the perfect opportunity to get back. The Campbells imprisoned, their human consorts executed.”

“You think the Queen’s going to execute anyone but you after all you’ve just told us?” I asked.

“Not exactly.” Amaryllis’ smile widened. “Perhaps ‘execute’ was the wrong term. The better one might be… ‘killed in self-defense’.”

And with that, she lunged at Artemis and me.

Her strength was more than I’d expected, and she caught us off-guard. I was knocked to the ground, and before I could recover, Amaryllis was on her feet, and a shimmering orb of white light was growing between her raised hands.

“Leo!” Artemis yelled, and she dove forward and dragged me out of the way, behind Tares’ desk, just in time to avoid being incinerated by the strange light.

I realized in that moment I had no idea what Amaryllis’ magical affinity was, or if full-blooded faeries even had affinities and weren’t just unilaterally powerful. Either way, we were standing in the middle of the Fae realm, and her power was not to be messed with.

“Leo,” Artemis hissed, and when I met her gaze, her amber eyes were wide with uncertainty. “We have to tell them all.”

“We will,” I said, and I reached across the mossy floor and covered her hand with mine.

We squeezed each other’s fingers for a brief moment, but then it was time for action.

“Take this!” I pressed the iron spine from Tares’ book into Artemis’ hand and curled her fingers over it.

The acrid smell of burning filled the air, and bits of smoldering paper fluttered down around us like snowflakes from where Amaryllis’ orb of light had collided with the desk and its contents. Even if it hadn’t been the faerie woman’s intention, she’d just destroyed the only physical evidence we had linking her to Amaranth’s murder.

“But what are you--” Artemis began, but she was cut off by another burst of light that soared over the top of the desk.

I could feel how it charged the air with a strange combination of electricity and heat.

“Do you really intend to spend the last moments of your lives cowering behind furniture?” Amaryllis asked in a distinctly amused tone.

“You think this is how we die?” I called back.

“I know it is.”

“How do you plan to explain that to the Queen?” Artemis demanded, and with the hand not holding the iron spine, she shoved at me and pointed to a bookcase on the far side of the room. I was baffled as to why she was pointing this out right now until I noticed a dagger on one of the shelves, balanced on a stand and tucked in an elaborately jeweled sheath. “Killing two of her personal guests in another Court member’s personal rooms?”

“You overestimate the Queen’s fondness for humans,” Amaryllis sneered before another orb of white light slammed into the desk, and I smelled smoke as the wood on the other side was scorched. “She grows bored of them all, eventually. And they are cast aside. Do you really expect me to believe becoming her new plaything is something you aspire to, Leo Rivera? I am doing you a favor. You never would have sufficiently entertained her to earn your freedom.”

I knew what Artemis was doing. She was distracting Amaryllis so I could have a reasonable shot at the dagger. It was a proper weapon, probably powerful if it was in Tares’ private rooms, but I had a slightly better idea.

“Keep going, distract her,” I hissed to Artemis, and she nudged further away from me, toward the end of the desk, almost in view of our assailant.

“And what becomes of you and Tares after all this?” the werewolf woman asked. “Do you go back to your crusade against half-faeries? You murdered one of your own kind. You said it yourself, that’s sacrilege.”

“A necessary cost,” Amaryllis drawled. “No one else would have cared about those filthy half-breeds. Amaranth was going to stir up trouble. She had to go. If she had simply remained quiet, no harm would have come to her. She wasn’t even one of them!”

“So she shouldn’t give a shit about their problems?” I demanded. “No one is an island, Amaryllis. Just because Amaranth wasn’t personally impacted by your hate doesn’t mean she couldn’t have recognized it for what it was. And you killed her for it!”

I thought for a moment about how that same philosophy was what had led to Artemis joining our team. None of the rest of us were werewolves, but we’d decided, as part of the magical community, it mattered if one subgroup were suffering. And, if not for that, werewolves would still be being murdered by Legion, Galen Czerny’s spirit would still be being tormented, and one or more of ‘Team Rivera’ could have been killed in the same manner as those werewolves.

And Amaryllis just didn’t seem to understand it. In her mind, everything and everyone that was different, either by blood or ideology, had to go. She thought everyone else was poisoning the world and was too blind to realize she was the poison, she was the sickness turning everything ugly.

“I did what was necessary to protect Faerie!” Amaryllis cried out, and that was my cue.

I leaped out from behind the desk, jumped up on top of it, and launched myself full-tilt at the faerie woman. Artemis had the iron spine I’d passed to her, but I’d grabbed another one and jammed it hard into this bitch’s shoulder.

She screamed.

It was a blood-curdling wail, and I could only barely make out the shrieks of curse words and insults as Amaryllis tried to throw me off her.

Even with the iron in her, I knew she was still terrifyingly strong. Artemis obviously realized that, too, and she rushed out from behind the desk to help me pin Amaryllis down. When the faerie woman raised a hand to swipe at me, her fingers looked more like claws that were ready to scratch out my eyes, but Artemis pounced and drove her own iron spine into the meat of Amaryllis’ palm.

“Unhand me!” she shrieked. “Filthy creatures! Unhand me!”

“No,” I spat as I pushed myself to my feet. “We’re taking you to the Queen, and you can confess your crimes. Your murder of Amaranth, manipulating Larkspur, working with Sullivan Scratch, and all those half-faeries you slaughtered.”

As Artemis stood up, I focused my attention on Amaryllis and called up my boosting ability. But rather than amplifying Amaryllis’ aura, which swirled around her like a cocoon of silvery threads, I tried to tamp it down, to choke it off at some kind of source.

“What--” Amaryllis gasped as her struggles weakened. “What are you doing to me?”

I was prevented from answering by a huge thud, and a second later, the doors burst open, and a squad of guards rushed into the room.

“By the Mother!” one of them swore when he saw Amaryllis pinned to the ground with two iron spikes sticking out of her.

“Please!” Amaryllis begged, and her fury suddenly turned to fear. “Please, help me! They attacked me!”

“You attacked first!” Artemis snapped. “We were defending ourselves!”

“They stabbed me with iron!” Amaryllis wailed, and the guard helping her to her feet moved warily, in case he brushed up against the metal. “They raised ghastly accusations against me!”

“We did not!” I shouted, even as two of the guards tried to arrest me by shoving my arms behind my back. “They’re not accusations! She killed Amaranth nic Hosta!”

“I did not!” Amaryllis insisted, and she began to weep, as if terrified. “Amaranth nic Hosta’s death was not my doing! Please, protect me from these creatures! They meant to kill me!”

“Don’t you fucking touch me,” Artemis snarled as a pair of guards tried to apprehend her.

They advanced on her again, weapons drawn, and I knew this could only end badly.

“Artemis,” I muttered, and she looked over at me with her amber eyes wide, but a moment later she acquiesced and allowed herself to be shackled with her hands behind her back.

The restraints must have been silver, because there was a pained hiss as the chains were fastened around the werewolf woman’s wrists, and she staggered for a moment and almost fell to her knees.

Once again, like with Amaryllis and the iron spine from Tares’ book, I caught the faintest scent of burning flesh. The chains clapped around my own wrists were made of iron, judging by the flecks of reddish rust in places, but since I was human, they did little more than weigh me down.

Two guards led Artemis, two led me, and a pair helped Amaryllis walk, and the procession of the nine of us went out into the hallway and back toward the main hall of the Court.

Every time Amaryllis moved, she winced as the iron spine still in her shoulder rubbed against her flesh. I knew from my own experiences in battle that you shouldn’t remove a puncture weapon, like a bullet or an arrow, until you had the means to stitch up the wound. It was holding in the blood, and damage could become twice as bad if you didn’t remove it properly.

Besides that, it was a small satisfaction to see the strain in Amaryllis’ expression. It was more than a little vindictive, but I wanted her to feel pain. I wanted her to feel just a fraction of the suffering she’d inflicted on those half-faeries.

When we arrived in the main hall, Carmen and Asami were standing there, and their faces broke out in identical, shocked, horrified expressions as they saw the shackles around our wrists.

“Leo!” my sister cried, and she tried to run toward me, but a pair of guards yanked her back. “Hey! Let me go! He’s my brother, let me go to him!”

“We do not grant the requests of traitors,” one guard snarled to her, and he looked up at the Queen. “My Queen, these creatures attacked Amaryllis nic Sage! They meant to kill her and have brought spurious accusations against her. They must be punished!”

“Must they?” the Fae Queen asked, and once again, despite everything crashing down around us, I found myself transfixed by her fathomless black eyes.

She looked even more radiant than before, presumably for the impending festivities. She was sheathed in a strapless, floor-length gown that appeared to have been constructed from thousands of white petals. Gold rings and bangles glittered on her hands and feet, and gold powder had been dramatically smudged around her eyes. She looked like an avenging angel, beautiful and terrifying.

“What sort of accusations?” The Queen’s gold-ringed eyes narrowed slightly, and even that faint displeasure made something cold shoot through me.

“My Queen,” I said quickly. “Amaryllis is the one who killed Amaranth. We found out, and she intended to kill us to guard our silence!”

“I did not kill Amaranth!” Amaryllis insisted. “Her death was not my doing! It was the boy’s, Larkspur!”

“My son is no murderer!” Cassia snapped from within the crowd, and a moment later she appeared as she shoved aside other nobles. “He loved Amaranth, desperately! I know in my heart he would never have hurt her!”

“I am not inclined to take your words as truth, Cassia nic Liatris,” the Fae Queen said icily. “You are the one who summoned them to my Court, and the mother of the accused. It seems clear to me that you petitioned for their aid because they, being not of the Wild and the Earth, can lie and deceive.”

“No!” Cassia cried. “No, I speak honestly!”

“You sought a miscarriage of my justice,” the Queen corrected sharply. “At the very least, these people you brought into the heart of my Court have taken it upon themselves to wreak havoc and try to slaughter nobles of Seelie.”

“We didn’t!” I insisted.

“Silence!” the Fae Queen snapped, and she raised a hand in a sharp, dismissive gesture. “I will hear no more of your lies.”

“My Queen, I demand satisfaction from these brutes, as is my right,” Amaryllis declared, and she stepped forward and looked proud despite the iron in her shoulder, probably because she knew she’d won.

My mind was racing for an idea of how to get out of this, but it seemed no one would believe us, because Amaryllis was clever, so very clever, about how she worded her statements.

“You would demand a duel?” the Queen asked, and Amaryllis shook her head.

“Nothing less than their deaths will satisfy me,” the faerie woman announced. “I want to lay their bodies at the feet of the half-breeds who brought them here and remind them what it means to be true Seelie.”

“No!” I yelled. “Please, listen to us! Amaryllis is the one who killed Amaranth! She gave Larkspur the poison, he didn’t know what he was doing!”

“I grow tired of your mewling,” the Fae Queen drawled as she regarded me coldly. “Perhaps I should not have indulged your boldness. Be silent, Leo Rivera, or I will cut your tongue from your mouth.”

“My Queen, for this one’s insolence, I would ask that he is the first to die,” Amaryllis said, and there was no mistaking the zeal in her voice. She was excited about this, relishing it. Her freedom was on the tip of her tongue. “Let him be a warning to others who seek to test the Seelie Court’s power.”

To my surprise, the Fae Queen didn’t jump at this idea. Instead, she frowned a little.

“This is not the Unseelie Court,” she said. “We do not tolerate disrespect and treachery, but we do not take delight in the mutilation and torture of humans. You have a right to demand their lives, but not their torment. You are, after all, still alive.”

“How can it be just to kill us if she’s still alive?” Carmen demanded from where she and Asami were still being held by a pair of guards each. Asami was standing very still, proud, and silent, but my sister was still resisting and trying to break free. “Where’s the justice in that?”

“You forget this is not your human court and human law,” the Fae Queen answered shortly. “It is the grossest offense to spill the blood of the Wild and the Earth without its blessing. To baselessly accuse someone of such a thing is similarly severe.”

“But it’s not baseless!” Artemis shouted. “And you should think twice before you kill us! We are all under the protection of Selene Ylva, head of the California chapter of lycanthropes. Kill us, and you’ll be starting a war with them!”

“And with the Order of the Eye!” Carmen added. “Renée Beckett will have you punished if you harm us!”

The Fae Queen laughed.

“You truly think your petty human matters have sway here?” she asked with a sharp grin. “Assuming any of your supposed protectors could even enter this world without help from someone of Fae blood, they hold no power. This is my domain. I am ruler. I am law. And for your insolence, I agree that Amaryllis nic Sage’s satisfaction will be met.”

“No…” I mumbled, and I looked over at Carmen and Asami.

Their eyes were wide, and for the first time since she’d been apprehended, my sister was no longer thrashing in the guards’ grasp.

“Calla nic Cassia and Kerria mac Cassia shall share in their half-brother’s fate,” the Fae Queen announced. “They will be banished to join the Sluagh Na Marbh, never to return to the lands of Seelie, upon pain of execution. Their four non-fae consorts will be executed, and we will hear no more of Amaranth nic Hosta’s death. Her justice will have been served.”


Chapter 14

The first thought that came to mind was of Kylah.

She was stuck in those apartments with Kegan, with no real clue of what was going on, with no way to affect what was happening. We’d all promised the Campbells we would fix this and keep them safe… and now it seemed as though we’d failed.

I wanted to run. Not out of this Court, because I knew I would never make it, but to her. To Kylah. To throw myself to my knees at her feet and beg her forgiveness, to kiss her one last time, to embrace her.

I looked over at Asami, and her face was so pale she almost looked like a vampire version of herself. She was so far away, too far. I would never reach her, even if I somehow slipped past the guards.

Beside me, Artemis was struggling against the silver chains, even though I could see how it pained her to move, to try and break free. She met my gaze with fierce, defiant eyes, and I was impressed by her determination, but I knew, ultimately, it was in vain.

“Please!” I cried out to the Fae Queen. “We’re not lying! Amaryllis gave Larkspur the poison, she told him it was a love potion!”

“These creatures will say whatever they think will get them released,” Amaryllis sneered with a hint of delight glinting in her purple eyes. “Where is the evidence? You humans enjoy that sort of thing, don’t you?”

“Yes!” Carmen blurted out. “We do! So let us collect some! Give us a real trial, with real procedure! Evidence and witnesses! We can prove it wasn’t Larkspur’s fault!”

The Fae Queen simply laughed again.

“You would call witnesses?” she asked between chuckles. “My, you are amusing. Perhaps I will keep you or your brother around for a while, before executing you.”

Her eyes fell on me once again, and I felt that familiar, eerie shiver down my spine. For a split second, I tried to imagine what that life would even be like. With Carmen, Asami, and Artemis dead, and Kylah and Kegan exiled and trapped with evil, wayward faeries who had neither a place in this realm nor the human one.

And me, relegated to the Queen’s latest toy to do with as she pleased, until she inevitably grew bored of me.

I loathed every part of this future, and I knew I would rather die than live to see such a life.

“Take me,” I said to the Fae Queen as I lifted my chin. “Take me as your consort, my Queen, like we agreed if we failed to entertain you. The others’ freedom for my devotion.”

“This is a rather… outdated bargain, don’t you think?” the Fae Queen observed. “Why should I not simply kill your companions and take you for mine anyway?”

“Because…” I began but then faltered. “Because… my devotion will be so much purer if you permit them this mercy. If you let them go free. Banish them from Faerie, never to return, if you want. But let them leave unharmed.”

The Fae Queen cocked her head as she looked at me, and one shining lock of dark, curly hair fell over her face. Her hair was elaborately styled with many smaller braids this time, threaded with golden rings, and it fell over her shoulders and to her waist in a glossy curtain. Between this, her white petal dress, and her delicate golden crown, she looked like some ethereal lake spirit who would drown me if only given the opportunity.

“I think you underestimate your powers of persuasion, dear heart,” she purred, and something cold shot through me. “And as lovely as you are, my highest commitment is to the preservation of Faerie. Make your peace, for you will die tonight.”

“Wait!” Asami shouted, and my head whipped around to stare at her.

Something had a fist around my heart because I was sure she was going to offer herself up in the same manner, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to bear it. I silently pleaded to Asami not to try and strike some deal, but instead she surprised me.

“I can call a witness.”

The Fae Queen stared at her for a long moment.

“A witness?” she repeated and then chuckled. “What witness? Amaranth died in her rooms. Larkspur is the guilty party, and his memory has been mysteriously tampered with-- no doubt by himself or his mother. Who is there whose account we can trust?”

“Amaranth herself,” the researcher answered fiercely.

Now, everyone stared at her. Even the Fae Queen leaned forward in her throne, with her chin propped on the backs of her fingers, and she peered down at Asami, whose expression was unwavering.

“I recently got a very up-close look at a spirit summoning spell,” the dark-eyed woman explained. “And I know magic is far more potent in Faerie than in the human world. Show me where Amaranth’s body was laid to rest with the Mother, and I can call her spirit to this world. She can tell you herself what happened.”

A leering grin stretched across the Queen’s face that was full of pure, predatory interest. I knew right then she didn’t really care about what happened at the end of all this, whether the true culprit was punished. She only wanted to make sure that someone was punished, something to satisfy her boredom, like a child pulling apart their toys.

“You intrigue me, little one,” the Queen told Asami, and it did not sound like a good thing. “But very well, let’s see what our poor, dead Amaranth has to say.”

There was no mistaking the unease that flickered across Amaryllis’ face. It was brief, but it was undeniably there. I wondered how she would try and wheedle her way out of this, but, really, did Amaranth have any proof Amaryllis had been the one to kill her? Only the thing about the half-faeries.

Which was damning, but was it really proof?

“My Queen!” Amaryllis then called out. “You cannot-- I mean, is disturbing the dead not the greatest perversion of magic? Should we not leave Amaranth’s spirit in peace?”

“Do you think Amaranth’s spirit can be peaceful when her murder goes unavenged?” Asami asked before the Queen could comment.

“How very astute, little one,” the Fae Queen remarked, and she gave Asami an approving look.

Once again, it didn’t feel like a good thing.

“All our fallen are laid to rest in this very room,” the Queen then continued, and she raised her arms high. “The earth beneath our feet, our past and our family, the heart of Seelie.”

I grimaced at the idea that I was technically walking over a mass grave. The mossy vegetation under my boots suddenly felt lumpy, as if I could now feel the curves of a body underneath the earth.

The two guards holding Asami by the elbows released her when the Queen waved a hand to them dismissively, and the researcher stepped forward despite the obvious nervousness on her face.

When she got close enough to me, I spoke.

“Sami,” I said in a low voice. “Are you sure?”

I remembered what she’d told us about summoning circles when we’d arrived at Galen’s grave. How they were demands, and peaceful spirits could be torn apart from the strain of being pulled back through into a world not meant for them. Casting the summoning spell over a grave made it less dangerous, but it still wasn’t a simple feat.

“Amaranth’s spirit isn’t at rest, though,” Asami said. “She was murdered, her death pinned on her lover. This isn’t like Galen. It won’t be.”

I believed her because she was nothing less than a genius, and I trusted her with my life, but something about Asami’s tone sounded like she was trying to convince herself as much as me.

“Go ahead, then, girl,” the Fae Queen said. “Show us what passes for magic among humans.”

Asami knelt down on the ground and spread out her hands over the moss. She then pressed two fingers to the ground as if anointing it, and when she moved them, a black, charred line was left in their wake.

What little I remembered of the summoning spell circle was hazy. The runes had been complex, and it was crucial to get the designs and order exactly right. Magic was, in a sense, a language, and one wrong line could make all the difference.

I remembered talking with Roy about Spanish once, and the importance of the tilde, the squiggle accent placed over the ‘n’ in some words. I’d explained to him that the sentence ‘my dad is forty years old’ became ‘my dad has forty assholes’ by the simple omission of a tilde.

But getting things wrong here were likely to have far more dangerous consequences than an amusing fact for parties. Amaranth’s spirit could be trapped in a faulty spell and tormented, or Asami could lock herself into the spell, or any number of horrifying outcomes.

I was briefly pulled from my worries when the doors to the hall opened, and Kylah, Kegan, and Larkspur all staggered in looking confused and uneasy and flanked by guards. I watched for a few moments as Kylah’s eyes frantically searched the room and then settled on me. There was the faintest look of relief on her face, and something tight in my chest relaxed marginally.

Then the blonde saw Asami kneeling on the ground, and she opened her mouth to say something, maybe to call our names, but suddenly she, Kegan, and Larkspur were shoved forward, and her words became a wordless cry as she staggered to keep her balance.

“Kegan!” my sister called out, and she tried to break free of the guards’ grip again, but to no avail.

The twins and Larkspur were roughly led to stand beside Artemis and me, with chains of iron weighing down their wrists. The smell of burning flesh was thankfully not emanating from the Campbell twins, like with Amaryllis, or Artemis in silver, but it was clear they were in significant discomfort. Larkspur, meanwhile, still had those ugly, raw, red marks around his wrists, and they seemed even more gruesome in good lighting. His face was also so pale, he looked sallow and sickly.

What happened to a faerie if they were kept in iron? Would it eventually drain their magic? Even kill them?

“What’s going on?” Kylah asked me in a hushed voice as she watched Asami working on the spell circle. “What is Sami doing?”

“Calling Amaranth’s spirit,” I said. “To prove Amaryllis is the one who killed her.”

“And what does Amaryllis think about all this?” the blonde woman asked as her gaze moved to look at where the faerie woman was sitting on a plush seat.

A faerie was tending to the injury on her shoulder after carefully removing the iron spine and was now bandaging the wound with long, green leaves that looked a little like seaweed. Meanwhile, Amaryllis was glaring at Asami as if trying to will the researcher to spontaneously burst into flames.

But nothing happened.

Instead, Asami finished scorching the circle into the mossy ground and then placed her hands on it. I could hear her begin to chant under her breath, but her voice was too low for me to make out the words. I didn’t even know if she was speaking English.

The air in the room seemed to become charged as slowly everyone stopped what they were doing to watch Asami’s chanting over the circle. After a minute or two, the faintest whiteish light began to emanate from the scorched moss.

“Incredible,” Kylah breathed, and I couldn’t help but agree.

I leaned to the side ever so slightly, just so I could bump my shoulder against hers and feel her against me. We were both awestruck by Asami, our genius girlfriend, and seemed equally enrapt by her magic at work.

Slowly, the light became brighter and began to take a vague shape. It was slightly humanoid, but elongated, with horns. Definitely a faerie.

“Spirit, state your name,” Asami said in a loud, clear voice that rang out across the near-silent hall.

It was as though everyone there was holding their breaths. Maybe they were.

“I am Amaranth nic Hosta…” the shimmering light said in a dreamy sort of voice, but it sounded pained and sorrowful.

“By the Mother,” one of the guards swore softly, but I didn’t dare turn my head to look.

I’d never seen a spirit being willingly called before. It was so starkly opposed to what had happened with Galen. This felt peaceful, like a release, and simply right.

“Amaranth,” the Fae Queen said. “You were a lady of my Court, a noble of the Seelie. You died on the night of Beltane. But at whose hand?”

“I… I confess I do not know…” the shimmering light replied, and it wisped and swirled and gave the impression the figure had turned to face the Queen, rather than Asami. “But it could not have been Larkspur. I know he loved me dearly. I know he would never have hurt me.”

“The humans weren’t lying,” one of the other guards muttered. “She really was carrying on a romance with that Unseelie whelp.”

“Why?” one of the others asked in a baffled and slightly disgusted tone.

“I was told you wanted to speak with Larkspur about something, the night of Beltane,” Asami said to the spirit. “Something important. What was it?”

“Oh…” the figure of light answered. “I wanted… I wanted to tell him about what I had learned from my brother, Jamison.”

I was a little surprised to hear Amaranth call Jamison by his preferred name, instead of the fae name ‘Jamesia’ everyone else seemed to call him by here. But then, if the pair of them had been close, it would have made sense.

The more I learned about Amaranth, the worse it was to know she was dead. By all accounts, she’d been a genuinely good, sweet woman trying to improve people’s lives.

“What did you learn?” the Fae Queen asked Amaranth’s spirit.

“A terrible thing,” the voice whispered, like even though she was dead, she was still scared of Amaryllis. “A terrible, terrible thing.”

“Was it about Amaryllis nic Sage?” Asami asked. “About her--”

“Enough!” Amaryllis cried out and cut off the Japanese woman before she could finish what she was saying. “I will hear no more of this!”

“Why?” Carmen demanded. “Because you know she’s being honest?”

Amaryllis snorted and rose to her feet while batting away the faerie who’d been tending to her wound. She pointed accusingly at the shimmering white light, still in the shape of a faerie woman, but not with any identifiable features.

“How can we be sure spirits are compelled to speak the truth?” Amaryllis demanded. “Further, how do we know this is not some specter conjured by the little wretches to say whatever they desire it to say?”

“Amaryllis…” the ghostly voice said, and it was mournful and almost disappointed.

“No!” Amaryllis bellowed before Amaranth could say whatever it was she’d been going to say. “No more of this!”

“So fearful of this woman’s words, Amaryllis,” the Fae Queen observed. “Let us hear what she has to say. Amaranth. What was this terrible thing you learned?”

“Amaryllis nic Sage,” Amaranth’s spirit said. “She was luring half-bloods into a business she owned in the human world, a nightclub called Pandemonium. She was capturing them and trading them off to a vampire, so he could drink them dry and become a daywalker, and so she could exterminate half-bloods. I wanted to warn Lark, in case she came after his siblings next. I wanted him to help me stop her.”

A collective gasp ran around the Court as a hundred people suddenly let out held breaths, and then the whispers started up.

“--working with a vampire?”

“--cannot believe she would stoop so low--”

“--as good as lying, presenting the business as a safe place--”

I watched with grim satisfaction as the little color that remained in Amaryllis’ face drained right out of it and left her completely sheet-white. She almost looked more ghostly than Amaranth.

“Please,” she begged as she turned to the Fae Queen. “Please, my Queen, let me explain, I--”

“Amaryllis,” the Fae Queen interrupted with the tone of a disappointed mother. “Is it true? Were you conspiring with a vampire?”

“My Queen,” Amaryllis began. “Please--”

“Yes or no?” The Queen’s voice was like steel.

Amaryllis swallowed and looked around with a scared expression. She clenched and unclenched her hands and cast her gaze around as if seeking out an ally, but none were forthcoming.

“My Queen--” she tried again, because of course she would never outright admit it, even if she couldn’t lie.

The Fae Queen shook her head in dismay.

“Guards,” she said, and she rose from her throne in a swirl of diaphanous silk and pointed directly at Amaryllis. “Apprehend her.”

“No!” Amaryllis shrieked as the guards began to advance, and there was a brilliant burst of light as she fired one of those white orbs into Amaranth’s spirit.

It was like an explosion of fireworks, and I had to shield my eyes from the brightness. Then I vaguely heard a yelp off to the side and the rush of air as someone moved.

“Leo!” Kylah’s voice cried out at the same time I heard Asami and Kegan shout, “Kylah!”

By the time I could see again, everything had shifted. Amaranth’s spirit was vanishing into wispy scraps of silver mist, and Amaryllis stood in the center of the room with the iron spine from Tares’ book clenched in her hand. Her fist trembled with the pain of cold iron, but she was unwavering.

And the jagged end of the spine I’d plunged into her shoulder was now pressed to Kylah’s throat.

“Let her go!” I bellowed and tried to surge forward, but Amaryllis’ set her narrowed, hate-filled lilac eyes on me.

“Enough!” she snarled at us all, and she dug the metal harder into the front of Kylah’s throat, hard enough to make the blonde woman give a choked-off gasp.

Amaryllis had no doubt assumed none of us would try anything while she held Kylah as a hostage, and loathe as I was to admit it, she was right.

Kylah raised a hand to Amaryllis’ face, with her fingers splayed as if to let out a burst of light, but with the heavy iron manacles around her wrists, there was only a faint, sputtering glow that fizzled out after a moment.

“Amaryllis,” I growled. “Let her go.”

“Why?” the faerie woman spat. “Why? When all I have done for this world is try to purify it? Half-breeds are a scourge, a danger! They are unnatural, they have no right to call themselves Fae! And Amaranth wanted us to behave toward them as though they are our equals? I will not have it! I would turn to the ways of Unseelie before letting that happen!”

“Amaryllis!” the Fae Queen thundered, and her voice vibrated through the Court like an earthquake. “You had dealings with a vampire, our natural enemy. Half-blood or no, you permitted him to drink the blood of the Wild and the Earth, to walk in the daylight. Even before your murder of a fellow Seelie, this is a crime for which there can be no forgiveness!”

“Then you are weak!” Amaryllis yelled at the Queen, and the Queen actually leaned back a little and seemed genuinely surprised. “You, and all your ilk! Taking humans for playthings, drowning the babes if they’re born, but you entertain humans as if they are more than what they are, more than animals who crawled from the mud, playing at magic as a child with a candle! They have no understanding of our true power, no respect! And you tolerate it!”

“I know where I stand in the world,” the Fae Queen said icily. “I know not to overstretch my power. Faerie is sacred. The human world is not ours.”

“It could be!” Amaryllis insisted, and actual tears were running down her face as it twisted with desperation and fury. “It should be! It was once before!”

“And then humans learned how to do magic,” Kylah hissed. Her voice was weak, almost wheezing, but her words were clear all the same. “Humans can wield magic without limitations. Cold iron, silver, none of it matters. They have power greater than any of the Fair Folk, and you know it.”

“One more word, and I will slit your brat throat,” Amaryllis snarled in her ear.

“Don’t you fucking dare!” Kegan growled and tried to lunge forward, but Amaryllis pressed the iron spine harder against Kylah’s throat, and just for a second, Kylah let out a soft, pained cry.

It was barely a noise, no more than a gasp, but it cut through me, and I could see how it cut through Kegan, too.

“No!” Kylah said weakly when she saw us hesitating. “I don’t care! You know I’m right, Amaryllis. My death won’t stop your fears. Half-breeds like me? We are the future of magic. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but there will be half-faeries of equal status within the Court. You’re only prolonging the inevitable.”

Amaryllis gave a cry of rage that twisted into a scream as Kylah raised her arms again, fast enough to make her iron chains rattle. The heavy links smacked into Amaryllis’ bare arms, and the sudden pain made the faerie woman falter. Kylah balled her fists together and drove her elbow back, right into Amaryllis’ gut, and then she twisted and smacked the chains across Amaryllis’ face.

I watched as Kylah stood over Amaryllis while looking powerful and terrifying and not wholly unlike the Fae Queen. She looked like someone not to be messed with under any circumstances.

“You forget what happens to people who fight against inevitable progress,” she said coldly to Amaryllis, whose hands were pressed to her face and probing the red welts that had risen up where Kylah’s chains had struck her. “They either come to accept their future, or they die in their past.”

“I will see you murdered,” Amaryllis snarled up at the blonde woman, even as Kylah turned away from her and came to stand by me again.

We both still had our hands bound, but I leaned against her, which was the closest thing I could give to a hug right now. Then Asami rushed over from the remnants of the spell circle and embraced us both as she and I each pressed a kiss to Kylah’s cheeks.

“I will flay the skin from your bones!” Amaryllis yelled, and her voice was becoming desperate as it became clearer no one was listening. “You and all your half-breed allies will die screaming, begging for death! I will not let you overrun us!”

She raised a hand, and I couldn’t say for what, maybe to grasp at something only she could see. There was a weeping, bloody gash on her palm from where she’d been gripping the iron spine, and blood was trickling down her wrist.

For some reason, this captivated me. It was as though the world slowed to a crawl, and in slow motion, I watched the blood drops slide down over Amaryllis’ skin and fall to the mossy floor like scarlet rain.

Kegan’s voice, a memory from only a week ago, echoed in my head.

When fae blood makes contact with clean earth, plants grow.

He bled speedwell, I remembered. Kylah bled sweetbriar. And I watched as a flower began to bloom on the spot where Amaryllis’ blood had fallen. Purplish-pink flowers with five petals and yellow centers.

I didn’t recognize them, but from the murmur off to my left, it was clear Kylah did, because she stiffened beside me.

“Nerium,” Asami murmured with her arms still around Kylah and me, but her voice was hollow with the same recognition splayed across Kylah’s face. “Nerium oleander.”

It took me a second to think why the name sounded familiar, but then it hit me.

Oleander.

The plant that had been used to poison Amaranth.


Chapter 15

“You have a keen eye, little one,” the Fae Queen remarked to Asami as her own inky eyes narrowed at the innocent-looking blossoms on the floor. “Do you take interest in gardening alongside spell-circles?”

“I… I do, my Queen,” the researcher replied and bowed her head. “I also noticed that Nerium oleander is one of the few plants potent enough to poison one of the Fair Folk. Especially in the… rather undisturbed manner Amaranth’s body was allegedly found in.”

“A very keen eye indeed,” the Fae Queen said. Her tone was approving, but I wasn’t as worried for Asami as I’d been before.

A different interest was clearly overtaking the Queen as her eyes roved over Amaryllis. Amaryllis, who’d made a spectacle by screaming profanities and trying to take Kylah hostage. Amaryllis, who was continuing to make a spectacle as she whipped around the room and was clearly looking for an escape, for a way to wheedle out of the accusations crashing down upon her.

“Amaryllis,” the Fae Queen said with the resigned disappointment of a dismayed mother. “Vampires are the children of darkness, our natural enemies. You claim half-breeds and speaking spirits are perversions of magic, then what is it to pour the blood of the Wild and the Earth down a vampire’s throat?”

“Half-breeds don’t count,” Amaryllis hissed. She was crouched on the floor now, with her bloody hand pressed to her face and covering her eyes as if she’d been blinded.

I couldn’t be sure if the Queen heard what Amaryllis said, but the six of us certainly did, and as Asami and I closed ranks around Kylah, I saw Carmen try to embrace Kegan in the same way. Meanwhile, Artemis stood before us all like a fierce and unyielding guardian, with her arms slightly raised as if to physically shield us from Amaryllis.

The fae woman had seemed so powerful, mysterious, and captivating when I’d first met her. Now I could see her for what she truly was: a poor imitation of the Queen’s power who was blinded by her own pathetic prejudices.

“Their blood was poisoned the moment their parents decided to mate with the apes who crawled from the mud,” Amaryllis continued loudly as she raised her head and glared around at us all with her eyes blazing. “Why else can a vampire drink their blood without immediately burning up? They don’t have the light, not like we do! They are cheap imitations, mockeries of our power-- and you would have us treat them as our equals?”

“The question here is not whether half-breeds are fit to stand within this Court,” the Queen said. “It is whether you, a full-blooded noble, one of my own heart, are fit to stand here, after consorting with a vampire and supplying one with the blood of the Fair Folk.”

“My Queen, I sought only to protect us!” Amaryllis cried from where she still knelt in the center of the floor, with one hand digging into the earth. “My only desire is to be as you are, to oversee the protection and superiority of the Wild and the Earth! To--”

“Silence!” the Queen snapped, and she rose from her throne in a swirl of blindingly-white petals and flecks of golden powder. “Every word from your mouth is greater blasphemy than before. You speak of protection, but you make dealings with the children of darkness. You claim you wish to be as I am, but it is not your place to imitate me! You are a servant of Seelie, not its Queen, but it seems your aspirations have risen above your station. How can you decry half-breeds for wishing to move beyond the bounds of their birth, when you are striving for precisely the same?”

“I--” Amaryllis sounded like she wanted to protest, but her voice choked off.

I realized after a moment that it was because she couldn’t lie, but hearing the Queen put it to words, they were, of course, the truth. Upon seeing the Queen for the first time, had I not noted the odd similarities between her and Amaryllis? Similarities that hadn’t been present when I’d seen Amaryllis here among other faeries?

“You are no better than a half-breed yourself!” someone from within the masses of sneering faeries, whose curiosity and bloodlust was about to form a dangerous combination, called out, and it was the last straw that broke the tide.

Cries of anger and scorn and dismissal rang through the room, and Amaryllis just crouched in the center bearing it all. She didn’t move to defend herself, didn’t call back. She just sat there looking defeated, with one hand still digging into the ground.

She’d finally ended up in a situation she couldn’t talk her way out of, not without lying. Ironically, this was a scenario where being a half-blood, and therefore able to lie, might have been able to save her.

I almost felt bad for Amaryllis as she sat there looking numb, until I remembered all the pain she’d caused, all the people she’d lured in with her deception. People like Jamison Hawthorne, who’d probably been grateful to see a full-blooded faerie treat them seriously, only to learn they were being led like lambs to Sullivan Scratch’s slaughter.

“So,” the Fae Queen said. “You cannot deny it. You allied yourself with a vampire. You bleed oleander, which killed Amaranth nic Hosta. You attempted to kill a half-blood when she spoke against you. Am I to assume you also framed Larkspur mac Cassia?”

“Joining the Sluagh is more than he deserves,” Amaryllis spat, and her numb, defeated posture evaporated as her head whipped up.

“Hold your tongue!” Cassia’s voice rang out, and she strode toward Amaryllis. “My son loved Amaranth! Desperately! And you would have used that against him-- you warped his mind! You would have let him be tormented with the idea he might have killed his love!”

“I have no sympathies for the son of a creature who lies with humans and Unseelie,” Amaryllis snarled, and she swept out her bloodied hand as if to physically wipe away the idea.

“That’s enough, Amaryllis, just admit it’s over,” Kylah said, and she stepped forward without a shade of hesitation or fear. Then she laid her arm on Cassia’s shoulder and led the faerie woman safely away, to Larkspur’s side.

“And let you and yours win?” Amaryllis spat scornfully as Cassia awkwardly tried to embrace Larkspur without touching his iron manacles. “Let you poison what is left of our power? I’m no fool, girl.”

“What else would you call a faerie who has dealings with a vampire?” someone in the crowd called out.

Amaryllis whipped around with a glare but evidently couldn’t identify who’d spoken, because she turned back to face Kylah. I couldn’t see who’d spoken either, but it was clear from the expressions of the other faeries that they agreed.

“Let it be, Amaryllis,” Kylah reiterated firmly. “Keep what remains of your dignity.”

“What would you know about dignity?” Amaryllis scoffed. “Consigned to private rooms the moment you set foot in this Court, hidden away like so many others’ indiscretions. You bring shame upon any building you enter.”

“I am not shameful, Amaryllis,” Kylah said as she towered over the still-crouched faerie woman. Despite the exhaustion on her face, and the shackles weighing her down and choking off her magic, she was a sight to behold, more powerful and more dangerous and more beautiful than even the Fae Queen. “I was an Eye. I dedicated my life to defeating evil and malevolence. I do not wallow in pity over things I cannot change alone. When I saw the Order’s flaws, I chose to leave, to do better. I found others who wanted change, like me, and we work together to be a force for good. I have nothing to be ashamed of-- not my actions, nor my blood. Can you say the same?”

Amaryllis glared up at Kylah but said nothing. Had she finally run out of insults to hurl back at the blonde woman and everyone like her, not just half-fae, but everyone who had one foot in the human world and the other elsewhere? Carmen and I had grown up unaware of magic. Artemis had been looked down upon for having a human parent. Asami was a seer, neither truly human nor truly supernatural. All of us were, in our own way, outcasts. My sister and I, like Asami and the Campbells, had flocked to the Order because it promised a sense of belonging, but we’d all eventually realized what a lie that was.

We’d all realized the only way to belong was to make a place where you belonged, be it in a small apartment in the nice part of LA, or a systemically overhauled Faerie Court being made to recognize that half-bloods mattered, too.

And now Amaryllis was being made to see that to resist change was futile. The only question was whether she would accept it with grace, or continue to fight back.

I shouldn’t have been surprised when the faerie woman made to swipe at Kylah, and her fingers curved more like talons as she let out an inhuman, enraged shriek. But some part of me was. Some part of me had hoped, even now, that Amaryllis would back down and try to do better.

But the sort of people who tried to exterminate an entire group for the crime of being born were probably not the gracious type.

Kylah barely had to move to avoid Amaryllis’ swipe. Even with the added burden of the chains, the blonde’s movements were fluid and unhurried, and she avoided those sharp, furious fingers as casually as a falling feather. Her expression remained only stern, with no hint of fear, and not even really that much anger. Amaryllis didn’t even really warrant anger anymore. She was too broken, too desperate, too pathetic.

Not to me, though. Kylah might have been able to move above the pain Amaryllis had caused, might have been able to offer the faerie woman some final scrap of dignity, but I wasn’t. Maybe that made me petty, but I didn’t care. I knew the suffering she’d caused, and I knew the argument that killing a murderer made you just as bad as the murderer was a false dichotomy.

I put myself between Kylah and Amaryllis. I didn’t even really remember moving. I was just suddenly standing with my hand around Amaryllis’ wrists and glowering into her lilac eyes, with my other arm thrown out behind me to ward Kylah away.

“Leo,” she said to me, and I felt her hand on my shoulder. “You don’t have to--”

“I know I don’t,” I said, because I didn’t.

Kylah was more than capable of taking Amaryllis on, even with the chains.

But that was precisely what Amaryllis wanted, some final, glorious confrontation against the person she’d made into her enemy, the half-blood girl who’d evaded her capture and had now disgraced her in front of the entire Seelie Court.

Amaryllis didn’t deserve it. She didn’t deserve to feel like a hero being cruelly and unfairly denied.

“But neither do you,” I added as I looked back at Kylah.

Because Amaryllis wasn’t going to get the satisfaction of fighting a half-blood. If she wanted to brawl this out in the rugged, ugly, human way that faeries so disparaged, then she was going to do it against a human.

And she was going to lose.

“I don’t care about you,” Amaryllis scoffed at me and tried to wrench her wrist free of my grip, but I held tight. “I want the half-bloods. They’re the ones who did this!”

“You did this to yourself,” I shot back. “And in any case-- they don’t care about you.”

The faerie woman made a noise partway between a scoff and an indignant huff, and then she let off a burst of that shatteringly-white light with her free hand. I reared back and released her wrist in the process, and she slipped too far out of my reach.

I half-expected to hear cries of outrage from the other faeries in the room, some kind of reaction, but as I looked around, they were still just watching us with hungry interest, as if this was nothing more than a movie. Some of them were even waving over servants to give them food as they watched.

Only my team, huddled together with Larkspur and Cassia and surrounded by guards, looked even slightly distressed by how Amaryllis had gone from coldly defiant to unhinged in a matter of minutes.

It was clear now she intended to take as many of us with her as she could. She knew she was beaten, but she wasn’t going down easy.

Fortunately, my magic wasn’t affected by the iron shackles, and being in Faerie was still acting almost like a battery. It was easy to call up that sensation of my own aura being amplified, and as Amaryllis let off another beam of light, I raised my arms against it.

Better to stand still and bear it than to move and risk hurting the bystanders, even if they were irritatingly self-involved.

The light was so intense, it was more like a laser, really, and I braced for the force of the impact. Then I heard the ‘shing!’ of slicing metal, and when I looked up, one of the links of the iron chain between my wrists had been sheared in half. I was unharmed, but the chain had been cut like butter.

On the bright side, it meant I could move my hands independently now.

“Stand aside!” Amaryllis snarled. “I have no time for humans! All of you, so blind, so stupid, with no concept of what real power, real magic looks like!”

“Then it shouldn’t matter whether I stand aside or not,” I tried to goad her, to keep her attention on me. “If humans are as weak and simple as you say, it should be easy to carve right through me. Or maybe you’re not as strong as you think.”

Amaryllis let out a wordless yell of rage and charged at me while her palm glowed with another burst. She barreled into me, and as I struggled to stay upright, she shoved me backward. My spine bowed, and she tried to shove her palm directly onto my face, presumably intending to burn my eyes out. Kylah had done something similar to a vampire several weeks ago, but unlike the vampire, I managed to push Amaryllis’ wrist away from me, and the beam of light soared harmlessly over my shoulder and scorched the mossy earth behind me.

Without a weapon of my own, since my magic was primarily defensive, I slammed my fist into her temple and hoped faeries had the same physiological weak-points as humans.

It seemed to work a little, and Amaryllis seemed discombobulated for a moment. I took advantage of her being stunned, grabbed one of her horns, and wrenched her head to the side. This was the first thing that garnered a reaction from the onlookers, and I remembered from my fight with Tares that grabbing a faerie’s horn was, at minimum, an unusual tactic.

“Unhand me!” Amaryllis demanded as I shoved her to the ground.

I opened my mouth to fire off a witty retort, but she threw me off her, and I rolled back across the mossy floor before I sprang to my feet again.

“Leo!” Kylah’s voice made me glance at her for only the barest moment, and I saw a flash of something metal.

At first, I thought it was just her shackles, but when I ducked under Amaryllis as she charged for me again and rolled underneath her outstretched arms, I saw Kylah was holding a silvery dagger.

It was similar, but not identical to, her own set of knives, and from how Cassia was standing right beside her, I realized the weapon could have only come from one person.

But I didn’t have time to think about that.

Awkwardly, with her still-bound hands, Kylah threw the knife to me. It spun through the air, and I reached up to grab it just as Amaryllis rounded on me again with another ball of light in her palm. I grabbed one of her wrists, twisted around, and pulled her along behind me until we were standing with her back pressed into my chest, one of my arms braced across her shoulders trapping her against me, and my other hand holding Cassia’s dagger to the bitch’s throat.

The world went still for a moment. Amaryllis raised her hands to my face to try and blast me, but I was still wearing those iron shackles, and her magic was cut off.

All of the fight seemed to drain out of her then. Not the rage, but the madness. I could still feel the anger and hatred and indignation rolling off her.

“You can’t do it,” she hissed at me.

We were both looking around at the rest of the room, at how every eye was on us. Kylah was watching me intently, while Asami and Artemis were both watching Amaryllis.

Then Carmen, with both of her hands holding one of Kegan’s, met my eyes nervously.

For the hundredth time, I remembered how scared she’d been when I’d left on deployment, how she’d had to live with the idea that one day, out of nowhere, she’d get the call saying I’d been killed in action. I recalled how fighting was the only thing I really knew how to do, how we’d followed one another into this dangerous world. How it probably broke her heart a little bit every time I was the one to step forward, to take the brunt of the risk so she and Kylah and Asami and the others could be a bit safer. The protector. The guardian. The soldier.

“You sure about that?” I asked Amaryllis.

Because right then, all I could think about was how this woman, this hate-filled woman, had tried to kill my sister. And how I had sworn I would get her back for that one day.

“You can’t! It’s forbidden to spill fae blood in these halls.”

“That didn’t stop you,” I growled back.

“Amaranth died bloodlessly,” the faerie woman spat. “A kinder death than a traitor like her deserved. But you? You will beg for something as merciful as death. You and your filthy half-breed friends, your torment will be endless.”

“I want you to think very, very carefully before you say that again,” I told Amaryllis in an even tone. “Considering I’m the one with a knife at your throat.”

“You can’t kill me,” the faerie woman repeated with a snarl.

Her hands seemed more like claws now as they dug into the arm I had braced across her shoulders. Her nails raked into my flesh, but she didn’t push since she knew struggling would only press my knife into her neck. Once again, I could smell a faint burning as the iron manacles around my wrists pressed into the skin of her neck, where her gown didn’t cover. Amaryllis didn’t even seem to flinch now, so maybe this was bearable compared to being stabbed by the iron spine earlier.

“I am a noblewoman of the Seelie Court!” she continued to rant. “The blood of the Wild and the Earth runs through my veins.”

“You’re a murderer,” I corrected her. “You killed a woman to hide the fact you sent dozens of innocent people to the slaughter of a vampire. Then you pinned her death on yet another innocent. You would have seen him executed or banished to protect yourself. And I know you won’t quit this genocidal crusade, you’ll keep going and keep going until someone stops you.”

“And so you plan to make me a martyr?” Amaryllis asked me. Her voice was cold and shaking, though whether that was from fear or a dubious control over her rage, I wasn’t sure.

But I knew she was never going to back down. Kylah had made that very clear.

I looked over at the Fae Queen. She was watching this spectacle not with horror or offense, but with an enrapt sort of hunger, like she was eager for more. More drama, more blood. She met my eyes when I looked at her, and they shimmered with more than intrigue, more than excitement. The look in her fathomless gaze was vicious and cruel, and a slow smile spread across her lovely, terrifying face before she nodded.

“Martyrs die for a reason,” I said to Amaryllis. “They die for movements, to inspire people and change. But you? You’re fighting against change. Fighting to keep the way of oppression. You know what that makes you?”

The Fae Queen’s eyes were hungry as she leaned forward on her throne, and her skin markings seemed to glow brighter with ravenous anticipation.

“You’re a coward and a monster,” I hissed into Amaryllis’ ear. My cheek was pressed against the side of her head, and I could feel the point of her elongated ear as I spoke again, but my eyes never left the Queen’s. “And we kill monsters.”

And with that, I sliced the knife’s edge across Amaryllis’ throat.


Chapter 16

I heard the tiniest, briefest intake of breath from Amaryllis as I slit her throat. Maybe it was fear, maybe it was realization she’d finally been beaten, maybe it was indignation about how it had been a human to defeat her and execute her.

Or maybe it was her soul leaving her body as she died.

Whatever it was, it didn’t stop the flow of blood spilling forth from her neck. The torrent flowed over my arm thickly, down the front of her gown, and onto the mossy ground, staining it brownish red. I watched as Amaryllis collapsed to her knees and then fell forward into the pool, face down and unmoving, and oleander began to sprout up around her in a thick sheaf. The floral scent was so intense, it was almost overwhelming.

“Leo.” Kylah’s voice made me turn, and I saw her standing beside Asami. The pair of them reached toward me and pulled me back, away from the purplish flowers springing up around Amaryllis’ body.

“Oleander is poisonous to humans, too,” the researcher told me. “Best not to get too close.”

“Pip.” Carmen’s voice was thick with relief as she rushed over to me and threw her arms around my neck. I had to take a half-step back to brace against her weight as she crashed into me, but I sank gratefully into her embrace and buried my face into the crook of her shoulder.

No matter what dangers we faced, what monsters we killed, she would always be my first, truest home.

“I’m okay, Monkey,” I promised her, and I kissed the top of her hair as she pulled away from me. “Just… tired. And relieved it’s over.”

“I think we all are,” Asami sighed, and she raised a hand to brush a lock of my hair back. “Amaranth nic Hosta most of all. You’re sure you’re okay?”

“I’m not a faerie, remember?” I said with a small smile, and I ducked to kiss the researcher’s cheek.

I kissed Kylah’s too, but didn’t go to hug her since I was mindful of the iron still around our wrists. It might not have burned her as much as it did Larkspur, but I still didn’t want her touching more of it than was necessary.

“How’re you holding up, K?” I then asked Kegan, and he gave me a slightly weary smile.

I knew he preferred quieter things and didn’t like crowds even when he wasn’t a social pariah. I had no doubt the last few days had been their own special kind of exhausting for him, but there was also no missing the relief in his expression as he looked at his sister, his half-brother, and his mother.

“Well…” The Fae Queen’s voice was deeply satisfied, and when we looked up at her, she settled back in her throne and regarded me with something smug and vaguely predatory. “I forgot just how entertaining humans can be. You have my gratitude, hunters.”

The Fae Queen raised a hand, and the ground underneath Amaryllis’ body split open in a chasm. The faerie woman’s corpse and all the flowers it had created fell into the hole, and then it closed up as seamlessly and quickly as it had opened.

I gaped at the sight, at the lack of a sight, then up at the Queen, who hadn’t even whispered an incantation or broken the slightest sweat.

I wondered if that was how all the Seelie faeries were ‘laid to rest’ under the Court.

“Guards, unchain them,” the Queen then ordered.

Rings of keys were produced from belts, and one by one our shackles were removed. I heard the groan of relief from Artemis as the silver fell from her wrists, and she rubbed at them with an uneasy expression.

“You okay?” I asked the werewolf woman.

“Better than I was five minutes ago, that’s for sure,” she answered with a wry smile. “You?”

“Also better than five minutes ago.” I grinned and watched as Kylah and Kegan hugged one another tightly before they invited Cassia and Larkspur into the embrace.

“New beginnings,” Artemis remarked, and when I looked at her, she had a fond expression in her amber eyes.

“Hopefully,” I agreed.

If some good could come of this whole mess, maybe Kylah and Kegan could begin to have a relationship with some of their blood family and repair some of the damage Cassia caused over twenty years ago.

Larkspur, certainly, seemed like a good kid, and I suspected the Campbells could develop a good relationship with him, once they got a chance to properly know him again. I remembered how both twins had called him ‘Lark,’ and it gave me hope that something kind and familial could be built there.

“Family is a tangled thing,” Artemis said, as if she could somehow read my thoughts. “Maybe this can be a chance to… untangle some of it.”

“I hope so,” I said, and I flashed her another smile and patted her shoulder. “I’m really glad you decided to join our team.”

“You know what? I am, too,” the werewolf woman laughed. “Even if I could’ve done without quite so much… faerie stuff right out of the gate.”

“Ugh, seconded,” Carmen said as she came over to us both and slung her arms around my and Artemis’ shoulders. “I think I actually might hate the smell of flowers now.”

“Please,” I scoffed. “You’ll get one whiff of that sour trash smell and be begging to come back.”

“Ten bucks,” my sister suggested with a sly grin, and I rolled my eyes as I pushed her away good-naturedly.

Honestly, the idea of getting back to Los Angeles, sour trash smell or no, sounded amazing. I had no doubt that all six of us wanted to get out of this weird place as soon as possible, so I walked up to the base of the Fae Queen’s throne and raised my arms.

“My Queen!” I called up to her. “Are we free to leave, the six of us? Have we… sufficiently entertained you?”

“I cannot deny you have,” the Queen said with a sharp smile. “But to leave now? On the Solstice? You and yours must stay for the feast and the revelries, partake in our festivities. I insist.”

That did not sound like a request we could refuse, however politely.

“Of… course,” I said slowly, and I cast a glance back at the others, who all had the same resigned expression.

None of them looked like they wanted to, but they all knew we had to anyway.

Luckily, we already knew the basics of how to survive in the Fae realm. We could manage a few more hours.

“Let the celebrations commence, then,” the Queen declared and swept out her arms as a cheer rose up from the Seelie faeries. Then her dark eyes came to rest on us again. “Of course, you will need more suitable clothes. This is a festival, after all.”

The Queen then summoned attendants to Kylah, Asami, Carmen, Kegan, and Artemis. But when it came to me, she only pointed.

“You, come.”

I looked back at the others and felt uneasy at what the Queen might have planned if she wanted to get me alone again, but after meeting our end of the deal, what more could she really do? I was helpless to do anything but follow like she ordered, but I held onto Kylah’s hand as long as I could before her fingers slipped from mine.

We walked down that corridor again, and the Queen’s petal dress swept over the mossy ground. I wondered if she employed some magic to keep the white petals from turning green at the hem, because there wasn’t a speck of any kind of dirt on it, as far as I could see.

The room we entered this time was not the sitting room, but instead an enormous, luxurious bedchamber. Something uneasy roiled through me at the sight of the bed, carved from shining wood in the same art-deco-type style Artemis had mentioned when we’d first arrived. Translucent curtains hung from beams around the largest mattress I’d ever seen, and I just knew it would be the softest, most comfortable bed to sleep in.

“Calliope,” the Queen said, and I realized one of the shapes behind the translucent curtains was not, actually, another huge, plush pillow, but a person.

When she stepped out from behind the curtains, I noticed she was human. Her skin was a deep copper shade, lighter than Artemis’ but darker than mine, and a thick, voluminous cloud of dark brown and caramel curls crowned her head. Instead of the long skirt and looped top of the other human servants I’d seen, this woman-- presumably Calliope-- was dressed in what looked like a few slips of sheer yellow silk held in place by dainty golden chains around her hips, neck, and shoulders.

I was, for the briefest moment, met with an image of Kylah and Asami each wearing something similar, in green and purple, respectively. I felt heat rise to my cheeks but pushed the image out of my head as quickly as it had arrived. Especially here, in the heart of the ‘den of snakes’ as Jamison called it, I needed to stay focused.

“My Queen,” Calliope said, and she smiled warmly at the Queen.

The Queen smiled back, took Calliope’s face in her hands, and kissed her deeply.

How had Calliope come to be here, I wondered? Had she come willingly? Did she even remember what she’d left behind?

“Leave us,” the Queen instructed when they parted.

Calliope nodded demurely and walked out, and the Queen sat on the edge of the huge bed. I could see from how deeply the mattress sank down that it was indeed ridiculously soft.

“Calliope swore herself to me some four years ago,” the Queen said, almost conversationally. “She was tormented by a broken heart. Her lover had forsaken her for another, abandoned her completely. I was able to mend her broken heart. Now she is as devoted to me as to a goddess.”

“How fortunate for you both, then,” I said lightly.

I decided not to think about the implications of the Queen comparing herself to a goddess, or the potential accuracy regarding her power.

“Indeed,” the Queen answered. “And I could provide a similar fortune to you, if you so choose.”

That caught me off guard.

“Fortune?” I repeated. “But… my heart isn’t broken. I have my family, Kylah and Asami, the--”

“For now,” the Queen said, and something cold shot through me.

Was she threatening them? Was she saying she would hurt them if I didn’t agree to whatever new terms she was cooking up? Panic was beginning to set in. I couldn’t even move, I wasn’t even sure if moving would be smart, or if it would just make everything worse, but then the Queen spoke again.

“How can you be sure you are loved?”

I blinked at her.

“My Queen?” I asked politely as the panic receded to be replaced with confusion.

“Come,” she ordered. “Sit.”

I sat next to her obediently. The bed was just as soft as I’d suspected. Like a cloud. Like cotton candy. Like Asami’s lap after a long, taxing day.

“How can you be sure you are loved?” she repeated then as she slowly stroked her fingertips up my arm.

“I know Kylah and Asami love me,” I said. “And Carmen, too. She’s my sister, my twin.”

“But she has a lover, does she not?” the Queen pointed out. “What need has she for a brother who only reminds her of all she has lost? Of failed dreams and deceased family?”

“I--”

“And your own lovers,” she continued and barely gave me a chance to interject. “Two beautiful women, two old friends whose kinship stretches back to childhood. I have no doubt in their love for one another. But you? The newcomer? How can you be sure you aren’t a superfluous addition? An unnecessary complication they will soon realize is better to omit?”

Her words stung. I was surprised by this, by how deep they’d seemed to needle, but they had. It was true Asami and Kylah had known one another for much longer than they’d known me. And both of them had admitted to having a crush on the other previously.

But that didn’t make their love for me or mine for them any less important, did it? I wasn’t some… trinket.

“I… no,” I said slowly. My head felt fogged again. “No. No, they love me. I know they do. I’ve felt their love for me. And they know I love them, too. More than anything.”

“More than anything,” the Queen echoed. “Are you sure? More than your life? Your youth? Your joy?”

I swallowed as the fog closed in again, but I fought to keep my mind focused.

“I offer you this one last time,” the Queen said to me in a purring voice. “You could do wondrous things here. Be my guard, my hunter.”

“Your entertainer,” I corrected. “Your concubine.”

“Would it be such a bad thing to lift my spirits and warm my bed?” she crooned to me as she trailed one dainty finger up my arm.

I felt the fizz of magic where she touched me. I hadn’t felt it when I’d been holding Amaryllis against me when we’d fought. I hadn’t felt it when I’d touched Cassia’s arm, either. I’d become habituated to their magic.

But not the Queen’s. Never the Queen’s. She was orders more powerful than Amaryllis or Cassia could ever be.

To court her would be like courting the sun. It was beautiful, powerful beyond comprehension, but it would blind me if I looked too long, burn me if I got too close. I was an insignificant speck, and the sun, the Fae Queen, was the closest thing I could imagine to an eldritch being, the likes of which belonged in Lovecraftian novels and mythologic cautionary tales.

“Join me,” the Queen implored softly. “Be my hunter. Never worry about money or love ever again.”

I raised my head and looked away from where her finger still touched my arm to meet her eyes, which were still the same depthless inky black as when I’d first arrived.

More so than any other faerie, I had no idea what was really going on behind them.

“And if I were to become yours,” I said. “Would you become mine in turn?”

The Queen let out a soft, scornful laugh.

“I am no one’s,” she said.

And it was the way she said it. So casually dismissive, like it didn’t bear a moment’s thought. It would never bear a moment’s thought. It was absurd to her, and indeed it was absurd to think she would ever belong to someone else the way other people belonged to her, as if they could ever be anything close to an equal.

“Then I’m sorry,” I said to her, and it was a lie as much as it wasn’t. Some part of me, deep down, was still transfixed by her magnetism, even as the rest of me knew it was foolish, even as another part of me was disgusted by her. “I could never give myself to someone who isn’t willing to offer the same.”

There was a long, tense moment, and I wondered if the Queen was going to kill me right here, right now. But instead, she just held my gaze for a moment before she finally leaned back in her seat with a sigh.

“How very noble of you,” she remarked. “And how decidedly dull. But very well. The laws of Seelie are clear. I cannot keep you here against your will if you have not sworn yourself to me or incurred a debt to this land.”

“And have I?” I asked.

“You have repaid your trouble.” The Queen smiled indulgently. “I swore I would let you and yours leave Faerie if I was sufficiently entertained, and that was… certainly entertaining. I will not force you to remain here in my realm, nor your companions. Even the… half-bloods. Of course, I may not be so generous if you trespass on my lands again.”

Her eyes glittered with unmistakable threat, and I knew this was as good as banishment from the Seelie Court.

No matter. I didn’t really want to come back here, anyway.

The Queen then rose from where she had sat on the bed, and with a wave of her hand, a servant appeared, this time a faerie woman, and she held a bundle of clothes in her arms.

“These should fit you adequately,” the Queen said as the servant set the clothes down and then left.

I realized after a few moments that the Queen had no intention of turning away or leaving the room as I undressed, so I turned away from her and tried to change as fast as possible.

Like when we’d first arrived, the shirt was made of a sheer, floaty material, though this time it was white and had an even deeper V-neck. The leather pants, meanwhile, were tight-fitting and came with a deep red silk sash to be tied tightly around the waist.

I kind of looked like a pirate.

“Much better,” the Queen said approvingly, and she swept out of the room and left me to follow.

I had the distinct sensation I’d disappointed her by refusing her advances yet again, but hopefully that displeasure wouldn’t amount to any proper punishments. So long as I and the rest of my crew were on our best behavior during the feast.

Then we could finally leave this place.

The main hall had been completely transformed in the few minutes since I’d left, with several low tables set out across the mossy floor, and each surrounded by brightly-colored pillows to sit on and laden with even-more-brightly-colored platters of food. My mouth watered, and my stomach rumbled at the sight of it all. I was still unclear on how exactly time passed in Faerie, but I knew it had to have been at least a day and a half, because I was starving.

Just a few more hours, I told myself. Then we could all go back to LA and gorge ourselves silly until we fell into literal, actual food comas.

I scanned the festooned hall for the others and found them decked out in similar finery. Kegan was in an ensemble identical to mine, only the sash around his waist was green, to match Kylah’s gown. Carmen was in red, like my sash, Artemis was in gold, and Asami in lilac. After everything with Amaryllis, I liked that shade a little less now, but the researcher looked beautiful all the same.

A little further away, at another table, were Cassia and Larkspur. The poor boy had finally been unchained, though he still looked sickly, and Cassia was gently encouraging him to eat. Neither of them really looked to be in the mood to celebrate, and I couldn’t really blame them. Cassia undoubtedly had her flaws, but she loved her son, and I couldn’t fault her that.

“Come, sit, celebrate,” the Queen said graciously to the six of us, and she directed us all to sit along the long, thin table at the head of the hall, below her throne. There were cushions on only one side, like the head table at a wedding, and the food looked even more magnificent.

I knew what this was, though. The Queen was trying to tempt us into eating food and trapping ourselves here.

But, if she thought she could outwit us that easily, she hadn’t been paying attention.

“A toast,” the Queen declared, and she picked up a shimmering crystal goblet filled with red wine as she rose gracefully to her feet. Everyone else in the hall rose in kind, and I and the rest of my team scrambled to do the same. “To the bold hunters who have purged a killer and deceiver from our midst, who eradicated a monster, who ensured this Court remains noble and just.”

Frankly, I thought that was stretching things a bit, but I knew to question the supposed nobility and justness of the Court, especially to the Queen’s face, would only end badly.

So, I smiled placidly and held my goblet high.

“Hunters,” the Queen continued, and she turned to her left to look at us all. We were sitting in a line down the table-- me, Carmen, Asami, Artemis, and Kylah and Kegan on the far end. “We drink in your honor.”

Then, very slowly, very deliberately, she took a sip from her wine. Her eyes never left mine as she did, and I watched her, but I did not move to do the same.

“You flatter us, my Queen,” I said after she’d swallowed, and I set down my goblet and heard a small ‘chink’ as Carmen did the same.

A moment later, however, I heard the tinkling of something shattering, and when I turned, Artemis was wincing, with the glittering remains of her goblet falling to the floor, and the wine dripping down her right arm.

“Shit, you okay?” Carmen asked as she leaned across Asami in concern, and the werewolf woman nodded.

“Yeah, I-- ah.” Artemis cut herself off when she pulled a shard from the base of her palm with a grimace, and a bead of dark blood welled in its wake. “That’s annoying. But it’ll be fine. I heal fast.”

“If you’re sure,” I said.

Artemis nodded to me as she raised her hand to her mouth and licked the drop of blood away. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw some of the faeries snickering, like they were taking pleasure in seeing a werewolf apparently struggle with their traditions.

Somehow, I doubted they’d be so smug if they were up against her in a fight. I’d seen her snap a man’s neck with one hand.

The dinner passed mercifully uneventfully, and as the hours ticked by, I began to think more and more of home, of our new apartment, and of the enormous meal we were going to order in, prices be damned.

Hope unfurled in my chest that we just might have escaped the snare of a Fae Court.

I wanted to speak to Jamison when we got back and really thank him for his help. I also wanted to offer him my condolences, since Amaranth had been his half-sister, and by all accounts, a thoroughly lovely woman.

“I wish we could dance,” Carmen sighed beside me, and I turned to see her with one elbow resting on the table while she stared wistfully at the revelers.

But she knew better, and so did I. We weren’t fae, and if we joined one of those dances, we may well dance ourselves to death.

“You and Kegan can go out dancing when we get back,” I suggested and then smiled cheekily. “Why don’t you try Pandemonium, since it’s under new management?”

“Ass,” my sister scoffed and shoved me lightly, but she was grinning. “Though… it was a pretty cool-looking club when we went last. Aside from, y’know, the genocidal conspiracy.”

“Aside from that,” I said dryly.

Our plates had been loaded with food, but despite the temptation, neither of us had touched it. Instead, my sister and I passed the time by making the Fae Queen make good on her end of the bargain.

“What do you know about Phoenix, my Queen?” I asked her politely. “Surely the lands of Seelie have heard some rumors.”

“Oh, a great many rumors,” the Queen answered. “But as for how many of them are true… I cannot say. Phoenix is a… strange situation, by your human standards, is it not?”

“It’s concerning,” my sister said. “It’s like… a black box. Nothing seems to go in or out, magically speaking. Everyone sent there by the Order just… vanished. Save one Eye.”

“And what does that Eye have to say about it?”

“Nothing, really.” Carmen shrugged. “She was injured, and the group had to go without her. She was forced to return alone after it became clear the others… weren’t coming back.”

“Curious…” the Fae Queen murmured, and one long-fingered hand stroked her chin thoughtfully. “A tragedy, I am sure. To be separated from those you would consider your family.”

“The Fair Folk seem… less worried about family than other species,” I said. “But not about blood.”

“All blood is one, Leo Rivera,” the Queen said. “The Wild and the Earth flows through all of the Fair Folk’s veins-- even half-bloods. We are all intertwined, as though the roots of the Great Tree. You can understand, therefore, why we do not weep over a single one being… cut away. We have a thousand others to tend to in its absence.”

She swept out an arm across the glittering hall, and though it had been several hours, the festivities showed no signs of slowing down. On the contrary, they were ramping up.

“So you can understand why the Fair Folk prefer to tend to our own gardens, rather than… putting our efforts elsewhere,” the Fae Queen continued.

“That’s… respectable,” I said. “But humans are different from the Fair Folk-- of course, you already know that. We… we enjoy spreading our efforts, helping those who can’t help themselves.”

“Not all of you,” the Queen murmured. “But admirable, all the same. What do you wish to know about Phoenix?”

“As much as you can tell us. What they’re actually doing, and why. Why they were so interested in people like Sullivan Scratch. Why it’s such a black box there.”

The Queen nodded sagely, as if I was the one providing her answers. She watched Carmen and me for a long moment, and then she took a slow sip of her wine and carefully set the crystal back down on the mahogany tabletop.

She looked out at the celebrations throughout the hall, and her expression turned almost… thoughtful.

“They were clever,” she observed. “To set their operations in Phoenix. Names have power, as I am sure you’ve all come to realize in your time here.”

“We have,” I said, but I was perplexed.

What did the name of the city they were working out of have to do with anything? Was it just that phoenixes were magicals, like faeries and vampires? I hadn’t even met one. The only one I even sort-of knew was Ralph’s husband, Conleth.

“It is fascinating to watch your mind at work,” the Queen said to me as her lips curled with amusement. “Humans are so… curious. You enjoy problems, don’t you? Mysteries?”

“Well enough,” I said with a shrug. “I like solving problems. Fixing things.”

“I would wager those in Phoenix have a similar attitude,” the Queen remarked. “Though… you would perhaps disagree.”

“What do you mean?” my sister asked from across me.

“Phoenix has been accumulating enormous magical resources,” the Queen told us. “Pushing the bounds of what magic is capable of. I have even heard they are intending to break beyond those limitations entirely.”

“Like chimeras,” I said grimly. “Living longer than a few days and being composed of several entities.”

“Precisely,” the Queen said with a graceful nod. “Sullivan Scratch, I can only presume, was another one of their… curiosities. A vampire who can walk in daylight is a powerful creature. As was Galen Czerny. If it was possible to put a departed soul back into a living body… well. It would be death-proof, would it not?”

“They…” I began but then faltered and swallowed. “Phoenix wants to figure out a way to bring people back from the dead? Isn’t that… magical sacrilege?”

“So is creating a chimera,” the Queen replied flatly. “And forcefully raising a spirit who is at peace. It would seem Phoenix is beyond caring in that regard.”

“That’s still different, though,” Carmen said.

Our whole conversation had been relatively hushed, and even Kylah and the others further down the table hadn’t seemed to notice, except for Artemis, who was remaining studiously impassive, as if she couldn’t hear us. This would be a conversation to hash out when we got out of Faerie and were safe back home. The less attention we attracted from the rest of the revelers, the better.

“Different?” the Queen asked. “How?”

“Raising the dead is… it’s disturbing the natural balance,” my sister insisted. “It’s… perversion! It’s wrong!”

“You claim to enjoy fixing things,” the Queen said to us both. “Is death not the ultimate breaking? That which can never be fixed? The irrevocable damage?”

“I guess,” I admitted uneasily. “But…”

“In any case, you need not worry,” the Queen said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “From what I understand, Phoenix does not care for returning the already departed. Their experiments are apparently… more proactive.”

Proactive?

It took me several long moments to figure out just what the Queen had meant by that, but when I did, that cold, heavy feeling in the pit of my stomach returned tenfold.

Phoenixes. Dying and then rising from the ashes, reborn.

Immortal.

I turned the word over in my head. There was magical power, and then… there was this. True immortality, never dying, impossible to defeat. The Phoenix group would be free to remake the world in their image, the image of people like Sullivan Scratch, Amaryllis, and Legion, who wanted to tear down the veil and either enslave or exterminate humanity.

To disrupt the balance the Order had been created to protect.

I had my issues with the Order, no doubt about it, but their one saving grace was that they really did seem dedicated to keeping the world balanced. Magic and humanity had been separated for so long that letting them come crashing back together, with no warning… it would be war. It would be devastation.

It would be apocalyptic.

And if the people in Phoenix got the immortality they were seeking, it would be inevitable.

“It is a shame,” the Queen sighed as she looked at Carmen and me. “Opposite-sex twins are such a delightful peculiarity. You would have made wonderful additions to my collection.”

She’d already moved on from the Phoenix conversation, presumably bored by my sister and I reacting with so much horror. The Queen had already turned to more ‘interesting’ ideas. Though, I didn’t much care for the idea of being part of a ‘collection’, and I liked the idea of Carmen in one even less.

“You flatter us, my Queen,” I said graciously, but inside, I felt like I was shaking. Maybe I was, so I curled my hands into loose fists on my lap to keep them from trembling. “However, if you’ll, uh, permit us, we should really be leaving. If… what you’ve heard about the situation in Phoenix really is true, we… we should work on rectifying the issue.”

“Of course,” the Fae Queen said with a nod. “I promised you any information I had regarding it. If you are satisfied, the five of you may take your leave.”

My mind did a double take. It wasn’t surprising, really, since I was still reeling from the realization that the Phoenix lot were seeking immortality.

“Five?” I repeated. “There’s… we’re six. My Queen.”

“You are,” she said, but then I saw the hint of a smile at the corner of her mouth. “However, only five of you have my permission to leave.”

“But… that wasn’t the deal,” I said with a frown. “We entertain you, and you free us, all of us, and tell us what you know.”

Cold panic began to unfurl in my chest, and I fought to keep it down and my head clear. Was the Queen trying to force me to remain here now? Was she angry I’d refused her? Was I going to become a tortured example of what happened when she didn’t get her way?

“I thought I told you, Leo Rivera,” the Fae Queen said with a chillingly smug smile. “I cannot keep you here against your will-- unless you have incurred a debt to this land.”

“What?” Carmen demanded on my other side, and she reached for my hand under the table and gripped it tight. “But… but you said we were free to go! You said we’d sufficiently entertained you, we could leave!”

“I did say that,” the Queen replied, though she didn’t look at Carmen as she spoke. Her eyes never left mine. “And then one of your friends incurred a debt. A shame, really, but crystal can be so fragile.”

“Oh, shit.”

Artemis’ voice behind me made me whip around, and I saw the werewolf woman staring dumbfoundedly down at her hand, at the still-oozing cut on the base of her palm.

“Artemis?” Asami asked, and she leaned closer to the amber-eyed woman, concerned. “What’s wrong?”

“I…” Artemis faltered for a moment, apparently too stunned to speak. I’d never seen her like this before, and it unnerved me. “I licked my hand. The blood--”

“There was wine on the glass when it broke,” Kylah said softly, and her expression was crestfallen as she stood on Artemis’ other side and placed a hand on her shoulder. “And on your skin when you… Oh, Artemis, I’m so sorry.”

“Precisely,” the Fae Queen said in a self-satisfied tone. “You have imbibed that which is of Faerie. You are bound here by your own doing.”

“No, you can’t!” Asami argued. “She didn’t mean to! It was an accident!”

“And by your own laws, do you not still punish a killer, even if they did not intend to kill?” the Fae Queen demanded. “It is no fault of ours if you do not mind our laws when within Seelie. You will abide them, knowingly or not.”

“She meant no transgression, my Queen--” Kegan began, but the Fae Queen placed her hands on the tabletop and pushed herself to her feet in a swirl of white petals.

“Be silent, your Queen speaks,” she said coldly, and she pointed at Artemis. “Child of the moon, you have partaken of our feast. By the laws of the Wild and the Earth, you are bound to Faerie. Say your goodbyes to your companions, Artemis Desir, for you will never see them again.”


Chapter 17

“No…” I said softly, then louder, “No! You… you can’t!”

“I can’t?” the Fae Queen repeated as she arched an eyebrow at me.

“I-- I mean,” I stammered. “My Queen, she’s integral to our team! We can’t deal with Phoenix without her help!”

“Then it seems Phoenix will remain an issue in your world,” the Queen said in an unconcerned tone. “It is no fault of mine that your companions were less scrupulous than yourself.”

“Please, my Queen,” Kylah said.

She was four places to the left of me, with Artemis on her immediate right, and she had wrapped her hands around the werewolf woman’s arm like she would be wrenched away from us at any moment.

Artemis herself, meanwhile, was sitting with her hands braced on the edge of the table, and her expression was numbly scared. She looked like she couldn’t quite believe what was happening, and neither could I.

But there was no way we could leave without her. Even if she hadn’t been part of our crew, we weren’t about to leave someone behind. And especially for Artemis, a werewolf, I knew loyalty mattered. I wasn’t about to make her wonder if her loyalty had been misplaced.

“You are half of this world, child, are you not?” the Fae Queen asked Kylah. “You should know our laws, even if these humans do not.”

“Artemis isn’t human,” Carmen then said. “Surely your laws don’t apply to werewolves. You’d be risking a fight with the lycanthropes.”

The Fae Queen just laughed.

“Did I not tell you before, girl?” she asked between chuckles. “This is my domain. I am ruler. I am law. And the law dictates those who partake of food and drink shall be bound to this land. She was not forced to swallow that wine, and so she is confined here by her own doing.”

“Please,” Asami said desperately. She’d taken hold of Artemis’ other arm and seemed just as determined as Kylah to keep her friend with us. “Please, you have to let her go!”

“I do not have to do anything,” the Queen pointed out. “But… if you truly wish to see your friend returned to you…”

“Please,” I said. “My Queen, I… We can strike a deal.”

“And what can you offer to me in return for her freedom?”

“I…” My mind went blank, and I faltered for a moment. When I spoke up again, my voice sounded so very small. “What is it that you want?”

The Queen’s smile was as sharp and beautiful as a dagger.

“What I have always wanted, Leo Rivera,” she said in a honey-sweet voice. “And what I will always want. Entertainment.”

“And will keeping me here as your pet entertain you, my Queen?” Artemis asked in a careful, eerily steady voice. “Would you like to see me rail futilely against my imprisonment for your amusement?”

I glanced back at the amber-eyed woman to see she had turned to look the Queen dead in the eye, and despite the unmistakable fear in her gaze, her expression was as determined as ever.

“Nothing so dark, child,” the Fae Queen assured her. “But you and yours have intrigued me, and I am not easily intrigued.”

“I will be far less intriguing if I am made your prisoner,” Artemis told her. “I refuse to be made anyone’s trinket.”

“Fortunately for you, then, fierce one, I am not especially interested in taking more… trinkets, as you call them,” the Queen answered. “And we are in agreement, you would be far more entertaining when left with your… companions.”

The Queen’s eyes flitted over us each in turn and paused for a moment on Kylah and Kegan. I could sense her disapproval of them, but seeing as she hadn’t tried to execute them, I wasn’t going to complain.

I just wanted to get everyone out of this insane place.

“You… are untethered, are you not?” the Queen asked Artemis, and her all-black eyes bored into the werewolf woman.

“These people are part of my pack,” she answered firmly and didn’t look away. “They are family to me.”

“Family…” the Queen echoed in a faux-thoughtful tone. “Such a tangled thing. And I have found those outside of Faerie do not often appreciate… tangles.”

Just what was she getting at? An uneasy feeling was riding up inside me, because I knew the Queen was going to try and pull another trick on us, and I knew she was enjoying watching us all squirm as she built up to her point, but I had no idea how else to react. I couldn’t physically fight her. Even assuming she wouldn’t immediately overpower me, I’d be executed for daring to raise my hand against her. And there was no way I could outwit her, either. She was ages older than all of us. She held all the cards, and she knew it and was relishing it.

“You may go free from this place, Artemis Desir,” the Queen declared. “On a single condition.”

My brief moment of relief was immediately crushed by dreading what the condition would be. Carmen on my left had reached to take my hand, and she squeezed my fingers to both give me comfort and ask it of me in turn.

“And what is that condition?” Artemis asked, and her voice was impressively steady.

When I glanced back at her, I could see she’d moved so she was now holding Kylah and Asami’s hands. My sister reached for Asami’s free hand, and Kylah reached for Kegan’s, and we stood in an unbroken line.

Whatever it was, we would bear it together as best we could.

The Queen looked delightedly smug with herself.

“A kiss.”

I was almost startled. Surely, I’d heard wrong, and when I looked over at Artemis again, she looked like she was thinking the same, like somehow her impeccable werewolf hearing had messed up.

“A… a kiss?” she repeated blankly.

“One will suffice,” the Queen said, and she looked extremely pleased with herself. “But you may uncover the desire for more.”

“You… want me to kiss you?” Artemis asked, and her expression had gone from dreading to wary.

“Oh, no,” the Queen said with a laugh, and she elegantly gestured to me. “Him.”

I grimaced.

“That’s a sick way of getting someone to kiss you,” my sister said fiercely, though not wisely, and even though I felt the same, I squeezed her hand hard to make her stop talking before she made things worse.

“If a kiss from me is what you want in return for Artemis’ freedom, my Queen, then fine,” I said in as neutral a tone as possible. “But my heart and my freedom are not yours. They will never be yours.”

“Oh, I know,” the Queen said with a sly smile. “Your heart does not belong to me. But nor does it belong exclusively to your sister and your two companions. Families are… tangled things, after all.”

The realization dawned on me, then. At first, I’d been perplexed, surprised, even. What did the Queen stand to gain from this? What entertainment?

But when I considered how often she’d spoken of tangled connections, it became clear. I only had to think of the past few weeks, of how seamlessly Artemis slipped into our group. How easy it was to be around her, how quickly I had come to trust her and rely on her.

How blindly and irrevocably I’d fallen for her.

And now the Fae Queen was trying to sow dissent in our group, to cause a rift between Artemis, and me, and the rest of us. Kylah and Asami would be appalled at me for falling for another woman, Artemis would be shunned for messing up a good dynamic between the five of us. Carmen would be disappointed in me, and Kegan would be angry at me for disrespecting his sister and the woman he’d come to view as a second sister.

The worst part of it all being that it was the unequivocal truth. And the Fae Queen knew it. She’d seen what the six of us had either not realized or refused to acknowledge, and now she was dragging it out into daylight and delighting in the subsequent fallout.

Maybe this was even a ploy to get me to stay behind in Faerie, in a roundabout way. I would be rejected by Kylah and Asami, like the Queen had suggested to me. They would become a happy couple all by themselves. Artemis would be ashamed of herself, and of me, so she’d go her separate way. Carmen and Kegan would surely side with Kylah and Asami. Which left me. Alone. In pain. Desperate to wash it all away, for something simple. To fall into the Queen’s open arms and the golden collar between them.

Even if that wasn’t her ultimate plan, it was clear this condition was just meant to stir up awkwardness and hostility within our group, for her own amusement as much as her revenge on me for refusing her offer.

“One kiss?” I asked as flatly as I could manage. “And all six of us can return home, free?”

“Those are my terms,” the Queen agreed with a gracious nod.

I wanted to slap her across the face.

Instead, I steeled myself, turned to face the others, and braced for the worst, but they all looked… relieved. Confused, sure. And wary. But also relieved. I supposed that compared to the myriad of other things the Queen could have asked for, a kiss wasn’t so bad.

As I got to my feet, I felt Carmen squeeze my fingers again before she let her hand slip from mine. Kylah and Asami both let go of Artemis’ hands, but Kylah didn’t drop Kegan’s, and Asami didn’t let go of Carmen’s.

Even as we risked being divided, we tried to stay together.

I didn’t look at either Kylah or Asami as I approached Artemis, since I was unsure of what I would see in their expressions when I did. Maybe it made me a coward, but dealing with the repercussions of this mess could be done once we were all safe back home in the human world.

In the shimmering light of the will o’ the wisps, Artemis looked ethereal. The cloth of her dress was the same amber shade as her eyes and the ends of her braids and was a striking contrast against her mahogany skin. She was beautiful. There was no point in denying it now. I just hadn’t realized how much I’d paid attention to that, how much I’d found myself enjoying her company.

She felt as right as Kylah and Asami. That was why I’d liked her so much-- she was a good fit to our group. But now… I understood just why she’d felt so right.

“I…” I began, but my voice trailed off as I realized I had no clue what to say.

“Yeah,” Artemis answered and seemed equally thrown off guard.

I was so keenly aware of everyone watching us, not just the rest of our group and the Queen, but several faeries who’d noticed the commotion happening at the main table.

I stepped closer to Artemis, and she stepped closer to me. Carefully, I raised a hand to wrap lightly around her waist, and she rested her uninjured palm against my collarbone. This close, I could see every color that made up her amber eyes, bright gold and deep orange and even a few tiny flecks of red. I also noticed just how full her lips were.

There was no point in putting it off any longer. Whatever happened, we needed to get out.

If I was being honest with myself… I really did want to kiss her, and from the look on the werewolf woman’s face, she wanted the same.

So I did.

It was a chaste thing initially. A gentle, hesitant brush of closed lips, like we were teenagers who’d never kissed anyone before. Artemis’ lips were soft as they pressed against mine, and I felt her shift her weight ever so slightly and lean into me. Before I could overthink myself into not doing it, I parted my mouth, and hers with it, and our kiss deepened.

It was like a supernova.

If my first kiss with Kylah had been teasing, and my first with Asami had been comforting, this was something else entirely.

Kissing Artemis was like a storm. Something turbulent and confident, and it thrilled through me like lightning. Before I really knew what was going on, I had my other hand around her back pressing her against me, and Artemis had tangled her fingers at the nape of my neck. For a moment, I forgot about everything else, about why we were here and why we were even in this situation, and I lost myself in the feel of her in my arms, the scent of her, the warmth of her skin, and the taste of her mouth.

At last, we pulled away, and briefly there was nothing except the stunned look in her eyes and the unfurling realization in my chest that I wanted to kiss her again.

Then the bubble popped, and everything came crashing back.

“Impressive,” the Fae Queen said in a very smug, satisfied tone. She clapped slowly, and I felt my cheeks burn as I dropped Artemis’ gaze and stepped away from her. Then, when I looked over at the Queen, she smiled. “You may go.”

I released a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding, and before I even looked away from the Queen, Carmen had slipped her hand into mine.

“Come on,” she said to me urgently, and I felt her tug my arm. “Let’s get out of here before they change their minds.”

It was a rush, a blur, as we moved to the doors. I didn’t even think we moved very fast, but my mind was racing with so many things like my kiss with Artemis and what the Queen had said about Phoenix. I was only vaguely aware of Kylah and Kegan hugging Larkspur and Cassia goodbye, and then I was being ushered to the door at the back of the hall.

Our exit. Our freedom.

“Tell me, Leo Rivera!” the Fae Queen’s voice rang out.

The world stopped for a moment, and I returned to my body, to the present moment, only enough to tell myself to turn and face her as she continued.

“Can you be like them?” the Queen asked me, and her voice was loud and clear and regal. None of her petty little games, now. She was a commander. “Will you rise from the ashes of your failures, reborn?”

I looked back at the Fae Queen steadily, and in that moment I felt for the first time like I was actually seeing her for what she truly was.

“I’ve crawled out from ashes before,” I told her. “I’ll do it again, if I have to.”

And then I pushed open the door of the hall, and the six of us filed out.

We stepped through, and I fully expected to emerge in the corridor, with its glass-paneled walls and vines, but there was a brilliant burst of light, and between one step and the next, I found myself back in the somewhat dingy lot behind the Pandemonium club.

“What the fuck?” Carmen asked, and I turned to see she wasn’t in her flowing faerie dress but back in her own button-down shirt and worn jeans, with her dark hair tied back in a messy ponytail.

I, too, was back in my old clothes. In fact, we all were.

“That’s trippy,” Artemis said lightly, but her voice was uncertain, and it hurt me a little to hear it.

I couldn’t help but feel responsible, though I was prevented from immediately saying anything by the noise Carmen made and how she suddenly pressed both of her hands over her face.

“Monkey?” I immediately stepped closer to my sister and was concerned when I saw her shoulders were shaking. “Carmen?”

“Sorry!” she gasped out between her fingers. “I just-- shit. I… I don’t think I really expected us all to… to…”

She trailed off, but she didn’t need to finish. I knew what she meant.

I gently pulled her hands away from her face, looped her arms around me, and hugged her tight.

“Hey, hey,” I said softly in Spanish. “It’s okay. “We’re okay. We’re back. We’re home safe.”

“I…” Carmen’s voice was choked, and she trailed off into silence as she swallowed thickly.

She always sounded more emotional in Spanish, maybe because it was the language our mother had always spoken to us when we were upset, but this was a whole other level. She clung to me like we were eight years old and watching our home burn all over again.

“I never want to deal with anything like that ever again,” she finally managed to say into my chest. “Give me a hundred monsters to kill, it’d be better than that.”

“Agreed,” I said, and I kissed the top of her hair.

For a long moment, we just stood there, and I couldn’t even bring myself to care about what awaited me when we got back to the apartment with Kylah, Asami, and Artemis.

The walk back was short, since our new apartment was situated close to the magical part of the city. No one spoke much. It felt like we were all readjusting to being back in the human world.

Had LA always been this gray? Or had I just become accustomed to standing in a cartoonishly garish garden?

Either way, I was glad to be back. Gray or no, it was my home.

We all gave a collective sigh of relief when Kegan unlocked the door to the apartment, and we all trudged in. Without a word to anyone, even his sister, the blond man shuffled off to the room he shared with Carmen. I suspected that, after everything, he needed some time to himself to sort through the complicated feelings he no doubt had about his mother and half-brother.

Artemis also silently went up to her room, but not before she cast me an unreadable look over her shoulder.

Then Kylah and Asami each sat down on one of the couches, with Kylah’s head resting on the researcher’s shoulder, but I went to the kitchen area and pretended to be busy making a coffee when Carmen came to stand beside me.

“So, are we going to talk about what happened?” she asked me.

“I’d rather not,” I said, and my own voice sounded strange to me. “Unless you want to talk about what you were dealing with when we got back.”

“Fear, relief, they’re intense emotions.” My sister shrugged. “I’d been letting them build up inside me the entire time we were there, and I finally had a chance to let them out. And you’ll need to do the same.”

“I’m fine,” I said, but even I knew that was a pathetic lie.

“You’re not,” Carmen argued. “And that’s okay. We went through something crazy, and the Queen seemed to have it out for you more than any of us. But we’ve come through it. We’re all safe here. Like you said to me. We’re all okay.”

“Are we?” I asked, and I couldn’t stop my eyes from sliding over to where Kylah and Asami were sitting.

They were on the couch directly opposite the TV, which meant they faced away from the kitchen area, and from Carmen and me.

“We are,” my sister said as she gestured between her and myself. “As for them, well… you’d have to ask them. But don’t let your fears twist it all up before you’ve even spoken to them. Assuming makes an ‘ass’ out of ‘u’ and ‘me,’ remember?”

“Jesus, that’s cheesy,” I groaned, and she grinned.

“You have a big heart, Pip,” she said. “You always have. Even when you tried to lock it up and pretend you didn’t.”

“Maybe too big,” I said uneasily.

“This is… unusual,” Carmen admitted, and she put a hand on my shoulder. “But nothing about our lives has been normal recently-- this is our new normal.”

“Is that supposed to be helpful?” I asked her.

“The point I’m trying to make,” my sister said as she rolled her eyes, “is that I can’t tell you what Kylah or Sami are going to say. I can’t tell you what Artemis is going to say. But you’re all adults, and you all get along. I’m confident in saying the three of them are emotionally mature enough to figure this out. The only thing I don’t get is why they all decided they want you.”

That last part caught me off guard, and I laughed before I had a chance to pretend I was annoyed. I settled for punching Carmen’s shoulder lightly.

“Dick,” I snorted.

“But honest,” she replied while smiling. “Now, I’m gonna go shower all that faerie weirdness off me. You go have a grown-up conversation about emotions.”

She poked me none too subtly in the arm and was clearly directing me to go and talk to them before she headed off toward the bathroom. In less than a minute, I heard water running and the faint sound of Carmen humming along to whatever song was caught in her head.

But, as annoying as my sister could be sometimes, she was usually right.

I walked over to the lounge area while letting out a slow breath, and instead of sitting on the couch beside either Kylah or Asami, I sat on the coffee table directly opposite them.

“Okay,” I immediately jumped in. “First off, I want you to know I never intended to hurt either of you. But if I did, I’m sorry. Unequivocally. I don’t want you two to think that just because our relationship is the three of us, I’ve been going off and kissing other women left, right, and center.”

“We never thought that,” Kylah said, and she didn’t look angry, or hurt. She actually looked slightly worried. “Do you really think we have such a low opinion of you?”

“I… I don’t know.” I frowned. “I mean. I kissed Artemis. I… I fell for her. That wasn’t what we agreed on, y’know?”

“Leo,” the blonde woman said gently, and she leaned forward to reach over and take one of my hands. “When you and I first started dating, it was just the two of us. Then we realized it felt better with Sami. Agreements can be renegotiated. People change, relationships change.”

“Change is the most natural thing in the world,” Asami added as she shifted to lean against Kylah and looked at me warmly. “And I don’t even necessarily think this is about change. You’re just figuring yourself out more. I took a while to figure myself out. After it didn’t end up working out with Lyall… I thought I just wasn’t into guys. I hadn’t met one who made me feel like Kylah did. Until you.”

“I love you,” I told her earnestly. “Both of you. So much. I just… I don’t ever wanna mess with that. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“You won’t have to find out,” Kylah promised me, and she held my hand tight between her own. “I love you. And Sami. You went through all of that… faerie bullshit for me.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. Hearing her say ‘faerie bullshit’ was just so unexpected, even if it was a pretty accurate description.

“This is all… really weird,” I said with a sheepish laugh. “And being in Faerie didn’t help. I just… I don’t know.”

“That’s okay,” Asami murmured. “I mean… I don’t really know what we’re all doing, either. We’ve just got to… try things out and see what feels right.”

“That’s all anyone can do,” Kylah added with an encouraging smile. “But if you’re worried, I’m not… mad or anything. You can’t help what you feel, only what you do.”

“I’m glad,” I said, and I managed a smile before I looked to Asami. “And you?”

“Well, that depends,” she said as she cocked her head. “Have you and her ever…”

“No,” I interrupted before Asami could finish. “No, I would never do that to you guys. Like you said, Kylah, I can help what I do. I would never go behind your backs like that.”

“I didn’t think you would,” Asami reassured me, and I remembered how the pair of us had almost kissed for the first time.

We’d both stopped, because of our respect for Kylah.

“But that’s my point,” the dark-haired woman went on. “You always try to be so good, Leo. It’s part of why I love you, why I love both of you. And Artemis… well, I don’t love her in quite the same way yet, but she was a big part of my life for a time, and she’s a good person. Plus, she fit so naturally into our group when she decided to help us.”

“In a weird way, it does feel kind of natural,” Kylah admitted with a small laugh. “But my perceptions might be slightly skewed. The Fair Folk… there’s not quite as hard a focus on monogamy, compared to human cultures. Like the Queen said, we’re all tangled roots. Love is… it’s different degrees of the same feeling. Platonic or romantic. It’s all love. Of course there’d be overlap.”

“Putting humans into hard categories has never been very successful,” Asami agreed, and she had that curious expression on her face that usually meant she was reminded of something deeply fascinating. “It’s really cool, actually, how much variation there is in humanity, even without getting into other species like faeries and werewolves. Everything, from race, to sex, to--”

“Sami, love,” Kylah cut in with a laugh, and she kissed Asami’s temple.

“I just mean,” the researcher said as she blushed and smiled. “If you don’t feel the need to label something, you shouldn’t. Nothing needs a label. So… how you feel about Artemis, how it fits into… into all of us, as long as everyone’s happy, it doesn’t really matter.”

I thought this over for a moment.

“Yeah,” I said at last. “Yeah, I… I like that.”

“And do you like Artemis?” Kylah prompted, and she sounded genuinely curious.

“I do.” I nodded and let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “She… she’s as amazing as the pair of you. And the three of you, you’re all so different, but you all want the same things, to help people. Honestly… I think it was kind of inevitable I’d end up falling for her. You two liked her so much, y’know?”

“How could I not?” Kylah grinned. “She comes with Sami’s stamp of approval, and she’s one hell of a fighter. I like having her around, being part of our family.”

“Me, too,” Asami agreed.

“Me, three,” I added with a smile. “So… you two are alright? With me and her… figuring it out?”

“Of course,” Kylah said warmly. “Just be honest about what you want to her, and to us.”

“As if I’d ever do anything else,” I said, and I stood up, leaned over, and braced my weight on the back of the couch as I ducked down and kissed first Kylah, then Asami. “You two are the best fucking thing that ever happened to me. You know that?”

“We do,” Kylah said with a wink.

“Now go talk to her,” Asami urged and shoved at me before she made shooing motions. “Go figure it out.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said and felt overwhelmed with relief.

How had I ever become so lucky as to end up with such wonderful partners?

The walk up to the mezzanine felt unreal, like I was moving too slow. Every part of me was awake and alert, and I felt both relieved over how Kylah and Asami had reacted, and unsure as to how Artemis would react.

She’d enjoyed our kiss, I knew that much, but how far did her interest go? Did she even want a relationship?

I forced myself to remember what Carmen had said about assumptions. Cheesiness aside, I wouldn’t find the answers to any of my questions unless I spoke with Artemis.

Her door was slightly ajar when I knocked, so when I heard her say ‘come in,’ I just pushed and let it swing open. She was sitting on a beanbag at the far end of the room, on the slightly elevated part of the floor, and she was assembling a magnificent brass telescope.

“Hey,” she said when I stepped across the threshold, closed the door softly behind me, and leaned against it. “You, uh… okay?”

“Just about,” I said with a nod. “You?”

“Glad to be away from that place,” she scoffed. “There’s such a thing as too much art nouveau.”

“Was that your only problem with the Fae realm?” I asked with a wry smile and folded my arms.

I was a little shocked at how easy it was to be around her, even with this ‘thing’ between us we needed to discuss.

“But one of many,” Artemis assured me dryly. “But it seemed like the easiest one to focus on, given… well. Everything.”

“Yeah, I get that.” I unfolded my arms, moved away from the door, and dared to take a couple steps toward her. “I actually, uh… I wanted to check in, because of that. Because of… everything.”

“It’s not your fault,” Artemis said at once, which caught me off guard.

“What do you mean?” I blinked at her.

“I know you only kissed me because the Queen would’ve kept me prisoner there for the rest of my life if not,” she said as she avoided my gaze. “And so do Kylah and Asami. They’re both lovely, they won’t be mad. You would’ve done the same for anyone else.”

“Sure,” I said. “But I wasn’t, like… coerced into it.”

Artemis looked up at me now and cocked her head. She had a strange expression on her face, like she was recalculating.

“I already spoke to Kylah and Sami,” I told her. “They’re not mad about it. Like you say, they’re amazing. But… I didn’t just kiss you because I didn’t want you to get stuck there. I… I enjoyed kissing you.”

“Oh.” It was a strangely small sound to come out of her mouth. Artemis was usually so unwaveringly confident, so sure of herself, it was kind of fascinating to see this side of her.

“Did…” I hesitated. “Did you enjoy kissing me?”

She let out a breath that was half a chuckle, half a sigh of relief.

“Uh, yeah,” she said. “I did.”

“Would… you want to do it again?” I asked, and I took another step closer.

“Maybe,” she answered and flashed me a smirk. “If you do, too. If Kylah and Sami are cool with it.”

I was baffled, although thankful, at how casually Artemis mentioned this fact, like it was the most natural thing in the world for her to end up in this specific relationship situation. Situation-ship, as Carmen would have probably called it.

“Wait. You’re not…” I paused. “I don’t know, weirded out by any of this?”

“Leo.” Artemis raised an amused eyebrow. “I’m a lycanthrope.”

“I know,” I said blankly, and she laughed.

“I mean,” she said with a grin, “I don’t care. I’m not ‘weirded out’ or whatever. This scenario, it’s actually closer to normal for me.”

“It is?” I asked and was suddenly intensely curious.

“Most lycanthropes have multiple partners.” Artemis nodded. “Packs are closely knit, and all the kids are raised very communally. There’s a lot of overlap between platonic and romantic relationships. Hell, I have several half-siblings on my Mom’s side.”

“So, you really aren’t bothered?” I asked. “About… Kylah and Sami?”

“On the contrary, I think you have excellent taste in women,” Artemis answered with a sly smirk. “But no, I’m not bothered. Are they?”

“They think you’re great.” I let out a small laugh. “They love having you around.”

I wasn’t yet sure if it went beyond that, but I was sure time would tell. I didn’t even know if Artemis was into women.

“I love being around.” Artemis smiled. “If you guys still want me around, that is.”

“Oh, I think it’s safe to say we do,” I replied.

I took another step and got ever closer to where she was sitting on the beanbag. Then I stepped up onto the raised section of the floor until I was standing right in front of her. She tipped her chin up, and her smile was like a challenge, so I leaned down until our faces were only an inch apart.

“What are you gonna do about it then, Rivera?” Her tone was goading me, and I smirked and leaned down to close the gap.

The instant our lips touched, Artemis reached out to grab me by the front of my shirt and literally pulled me down on top of her and onto the beanbag. I made a noise of surprise, but it was quickly swallowed as she kissed me deeply, and I was once again lost in her smell, her taste, and the way she felt wild and powerful, like a wolf on the prowl.

And I was only too happy to be her prey.

It was frenzied as we kissed one another, with hands sliding under clothing and over warm, smooth skin. Artemis almost literally tore my shirt off, and her tank top wasn’t far behind, and I tossed it behind me without caring to look where it landed.

“You’re gorgeous,” I murmured as I kissed along her throat, and one of my hands was braced on her hip as the other fondled her breast through her bra.

“You’re pretty nice yourself,” she replied breathlessly and then gave a small moan as I ran my tongue over just the right spot on her neck. She tangled her fingers in my hair again and pulled hard enough to make me hiss, just the right side of painful.

Her pants were close-fitting, more like leggings, and I yanked them off her legs and trailed kisses down her thigh as I went before making my way back up and nipping at the skin beside her navel.

“Shit,” she muttered as she squirmed around, and I glanced up at her face to see her eyes were closed, and a furrow had appeared between her eyebrows. “You’re a tease, aren’t you?”

“Sometimes,” I answered as I pressed another kiss to her hip, and my fingers hooked into her panties to pull them down her legs, too.

It was without a shred of shyness of hesitation that Artemis let her legs fall open, and she held my gaze unflinchingly, with a wry, eager smile on her lips.

“As long as you make good on the teasing,” she said with a wink.

Well, how could I refuse an invitation like that?

It wasn’t an exaggeration to say I dove between her legs, and I ran my tongue over her and flicked over her clit. All the while, my hands braced her thighs to keep them apart, because with her strength, I knew it was well within Artemis’ power to crush my skull.

Admittedly, with my mouth between her legs would’ve been my ideal way to go, but it would impede my ability to make good on my teasing, and that just wouldn’t do.

“Fuck…” she whined shamelessly, and she gripped at my hair with both hands and practically shoved her pussy into my face.

Her confidence and unabashed desperation for pleasure was electrifying, and I felt my own pants becoming even more uncomfortably tight.

It wasn’t too long before I felt the muscles in her legs begin to spasm, and her moans were climbing up in pitch. She was grinding unashamedly against my face and panting hard, and just as I saw she was about to teeter over the edge, I sealed my lips around her clit and sucked hard.

Artemis’ eyes flew wide open as her back arched, and her mouth dropped open in a silent scream of pleasure. She stared at me as her orgasm shook through her twitching muscles, and the only sound coming from her mouth were the half-choked off moans of someone caught between crying out and gasping for air.

I grinned at her from where I was still crouched between her legs, and no doubt my eyes looked as hungry as hers.

“You taste good,” I said in a low purr, and I gave one last little lick and felt unreasonably pleased when she jolted from overstimulation.

“Menace,” she panted, and she batted me away as she sat up to catch my mouth.

She took my face in her hands to kiss me and hold me to her lips, and I was only too happy to kiss her back.

“Why are you still wearing this?” I said teasingly against her mouth, and I reached behind her back to unclasp her bra.

“Why are you still wearing those?” Artemis said in the same tone as the bra slipped down her arms, and she hooked a finger through one of the belt loops of my jeans and tugged meaningfully.

I flashed a grin at her and then moved away to stand up and pull them off along with my boxers. I’d only just tossed them aside when Artemis knelt down in front of me and sat on her heels, eye level with my crotch.

The first thought to go through my head was how much I loved the image of her kneeling in front of me, with her mouth only a few inches away from my cock. The second thought to go through my head was how she had fanged canines, and whether that would be a problem.

I found out a second later it wouldn’t.

A dry gasp forced itself from my mouth as the amber-eyed woman slipped me into her mouth, and her lips and tongue were soft and hot against my skin. Her hand pumped at the base of my cock in time with how she moved her head, and I found myself reaching out to grasp at a support that wasn’t there, because I could already feel my knees going weak.

“Shit,” I groaned, and I let my head roll back while one of my hands cupped her cheek to guide her slightly, not that she needed guidance. “Shit, just like that, holy fuck…”

She gave a pleased hum with my cock still in her mouth, and it sent a thrill up my spine. I was just about ready to lose myself like this, but some tiny, diamond-hard shard of focus managed to pierce through the haze of pleasure.

“Artemis,” I gasped out, and I had to bite my bottom lip to keep myself from losing control. I was dangerously close. “You-- you’ve gotta s-stop. Keep doing that, and I--”

“You’ll what?” she asked as she pulled off me with a soft ‘pop!’ Her expression was fiendishly innocent, and she gave the side of my shaft a kiss that would’ve seemed chaste and demure if she’d kissed literally any other part of my body.

“I’ll cum,” I mumbled as I gazed down at her. I knew that she knew how gorgeous she was. That confidence didn’t come from nowhere, and it certainly wasn’t undeserved, but it was outrageously attractive. “And I don’t want to waste… this.”

“There’ll be other times,” the werewolf woman replied with a smile, but evidently she agreed with me, because she got gracefully to her feet and then shoved me back, hard.

I stumbled, and the backs of my knees hit the foot of her bed and sent me sprawling. I landed on my back, and a second later, Artemis was straddling my hips, with her hands braced on my chest.

“I hope you don’t mind,” she said. “I like to be on top.”

“Fuck,” was all I managed in response, and I gaped up at her. After several long moments, my brain managed to rustle up something else. “I want to see you ride me.”

And ride me she did.

Artemis reached down between our bodies, grasped me firmly, and guided me inside her. The sensation was exquisite, and a shudder ran up and down my body as our hips met, with my cock fully buried inside her.

“Fuck, you feel good,” she muttered with that furrow on her brow again. It was almost determined, like our pleasure was a mission she was adamant to succeed in. “You feel so fucking good.”

“You, too,” I managed, and I gripped her hips as she began to move, hard and fast and wild. “Shit, you feel so fucking perfect--”

“Touch me,” she gasped, and she took one of my hands from her hips and guided my fingers to between her legs.

I found the nub of her clit and circled it in time with how she rode me. Her head was thrown back, and her breaths were coming in sharp pants. I could feel her beginning to twitch around me, and I wasn’t far behind.

The sight of her on top of me, the way she squeezed around me, it was quickly becoming too much.

“Shit, Leo--” she moaned. “I-I’m-- I’m gonna--”

“Me, too,” I said breathlessly. “Come on, let go for me--”

She nodded frantically and seemed unable to speak.

Our pace became erratic, desperate, as we both got closer and closer. Artemis’ breath shook as she looked down at me, and then her amber eyes widened, and she threw her head back. Her spine arched again, and her nails dug into my chest as she tipped over the edge and crashed into ecstasy, with me only a fraction of a second behind her.

I dug my fingers into her hips and thrust up, and every muscle in my body was taut as my vision blurred at the edges. I pumped wave after wave of my semen inside her, and she moaned with every pulse of my cock. By the time I came back down to earth, and the waves of pleasure subsided, every nerve was tingling.

Artemis was still on top of me, and she was grinning wide as she panted.

“Damn,” she said as her golden eyes glittered.

I smiled lazily at her and reached up to pull her down into a kiss. She kissed me back, and I rolled us over so I was on top, and we got tangled in the bedclothes.

“That was fun,” I said when I finally pulled away from her, and I brushed my nose over hers, which made her giggle.

I had to stop for a moment, because I’d never heard Artemis Desir-- formidable werewolf, stalwart ally-- giggle before.

“A lot of fun,” she agreed, and then she shifted so we were both lying on our sides, with her leg kicked up over my hip.

“So… we’re okay?” I asked as I reached up to stroke one of her long braids back behind her ear. “All of us?”

“Leo…” The amber-eyed woman’s smile was kind. “I’m not in the business of lying. Kylah and Asami are awesome. I don’t quite know yet if what I feel for them is the same as what I feel for you, or what the three of you feel for each other, but… I want to figure it out.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” she promised. “Besides, you guys, you’re all part of my family now. My pack, if you like. The details-- platonic, romantic-- they’re whatever. So, even if I don’t feel the same way the three of you do, it’s no big deal, right?”

“Right,” I said with a smile.

“Besides,” Artemis then added. “Humans are so restricted by comparison. The magical world is a lot more used to… atypical relationship dynamics.”

“Practically hippies,” I snickered, and she rolled her eyes exaggeratedly, but she was still smiling.

A second later, however, the smile dropped off her face and was replaced by a look of wonder as she peered at something over my shoulder.

“Oh, look,” she murmured, and she pointed.

I rolled onto my back to see what it was and saw she was pointing outside the window, at the night sky.

“That really bright star on the left? That’s Venus.”

“Cool,” I said as I followed her finger to another, less bright dot. “How can you just tell by glancing, though?”

“Practice,” she said with a shrug. “Like I said before, lycanthropes are pretty nocturnal.”

“I remember.” I smiled at the memory. “Everything fits together, like threads in a tapestry. That’s what you said, right? We’re cogs in a machine. Integral.”

“Absolutely,” Artemis agreed, and when I turned away from the window to look at her, I kissed her gently.

Integral. I ran the word over and over in my head. Artemis, me, all six of us. Our family. Our pack.

We had a hell of a lot of work to do, with what we now knew about Phoenix. But I also knew each and every one of us was determined. We’d faced down a Faerie Court together, an imprisoned ghost, a chimera, and a daywalking vampire. We could take on the likes of Phoenix, easy. I was sure of it.

We just had to stick together.

End of Book 4.
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Larkspur mac Cassia: Faerie (Seelie?). Jet-black hair, all-green eyes, very pale skin. Dark brown horns, green skin-markings. He is Cassia’s youngest son and the Campbell twins’ half-brother, rumored within Faerie to have an Unseelie fae for a father. He was in love with Amaranth nic Hosta, for whose murder Larkspur was framed (by Amaryllis, the real murderer) and he believes the strict lines in faerie social circles are detrimental to everyone, including people like his half-human siblings.

The Fae Queen: Faerie (Seelie). All-black eyes, dark brown hair, deep bronze skin. Parchment/off-white horns, golden skin-markings. She is the ruler of the Seelie Court of Faerie, much older and more powerful than any other faerie, and as such has a tendency to become easily bored and seek entertainment. She frequently finds that entertainment by either having people root out the dark, treacherous secrets within the Seelie Court’s nobles, or by taking humans as concubines and servants. She admires human boldness—until she doesn’t.


End Notes

Thanks for reading Kill Monster, Get Rich 4! I’ll start writing the next book when this gets 100 reviews, so please leave a review right here. Thank you!

Do you know I have a Patreon? It’s true, and it’s amazing. When you join, you’ll get advanced chapters of my books to read and listen to BEFORE they come out. You’ll also get advanced sketches of covers, super sexy versions of my covers, and I even have an audiobook tier where you get 3-4 audiobooks a month at a steep discount. Everyone is joining, so you should too. Click on this link right here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side.

You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now!

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2023 by Logan Jacobs


--


Patreon

Do you know I have a Patreon? It’s true, and it’s amazing. When you join, you’ll get advanced chapters of my books to read and listen to BEFORE they come out. You’ll also get advanced sketches of covers, super sexy versions of my covers, and I even have an audiobook tier where you get 3-4 audiobooks a month at a steep discount. Everyone is joining, so you should too. Click on this link right here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side.

You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now!

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2023 by Logan Jacobs


Haremlit

Want to find other authors like me?

Check out the Haremlit Facebook group!

cover.jpeg





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc2XS.jpg





