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      “You — girl!” The words were pitched in an all-too-familiar tone; just high enough to register a self-important irritation, but not quite loud enough to draw the attention of the man in the back office.

      Zoe did her best to keep her face neutral. The woman in front of her was regal and domineering, and clearly used to being listened to in a hurry. Her pantsuit was expensively tailored, and her fiery red hair was styled in an elegant-looking bun. Her eyes, a matte black color, burned at the edges with unnatural danger. Her very presence set Zoe on edge… but it wasn’t her manner that was the problem. Five years working in a lawyer’s office had inured her to all sorts of bad behavior: yelling, crying, even the occasional schizophrenic looking for legal help against the government spies that had supposedly tapped their cell phone. No, she could have given any average pushy client a run for their money.

      It was her Witchsight that was the problem. It was always the problem.

      She’s too pale, her lips are still bloody, she smells like death and joyful cruelty—

      Zoe gritted her teeth, and instinctively reached to close her Witchsight. It was a futile gesture — she couldn’t close her Witchsight — but some part of her always tried to do it anyway when she started feeling overwhelmed. There was only a ragged, painful emptiness where her psychic defences should have been, however, and she flinched at the reminder.

      Sort your shit, Zoe. Vampires pounce on any sign of weakness.

      The young witch forced herself to raise dark blue eyes to meet the other woman’s black gaze. It was difficult. Witchsight wasn’t tied to physical sight, exactly — you could see and hear and feel things through it even with your eyes closed — but once you focused your visual attention on something, your brain would inevitably direct your Witchsight toward it more fully as well.

      There was a predatory look in the vampire’s eyes. For a moment, Zoe wondered if the woman had interpreted Zoe’s nauseated reaction as fear. That would be a problem. The supernatural world had a sometimes complicated set of manners and traditions, and Zoe knew that she needed to subtly demonstrate who was in charge here. This was her boss’s office, his domain — as Dorian Moreau’s frontline representative to both the mortal and the supernatural world, Zoe needed to show a little bit of spine.

      Slowly, she straightened in the office chair behind the desk and set aside the slim novel she’d been reading. Keeping eye contact, she drawled: “What does the placard on the desk say, madame?”

      The neatly-dressed vampiress narrowed her eyes. “Do you know who I am?” she demanded.

      Zoe made a show of glancing at her computer. “I’m forced to assume that you are Vivienne Cloutier, seneschal to the newest seigneur of Montreal. That can’t be right, though. A politically-savvy woman like that ought to have better manners.” She flashed another calm smile. “What does the placard say, Madame Cloutier?”

      Vivienne’s eyes burned — but she glanced toward the desk. Her eyes flicked over the small placard at the front. “Zoe Carter,” she read aloud, with barely-leashed fury.

      “C’est ça, madame.” Zoe shot her a cool, unaffected smile. She reached up to tuck back a strand of black hair that had come loose from the messy bun at the back of her head. “That's my name. It would be polite for you to use at least part of it in order to get my attention, rather than calling me girl.”

      Red-hot anger burst along the woman’s aura. The sick, tangy smell of blood overwhelmed Zoe’s Witchsight, and she clenched her jaw against the need to gag. God only knew what would happen if she threw up in front of a vampire. Besides, she’d only have to clean it up herself later.

      The vampiress leaned forward, pressing her palms against the top of the desk. She bared the edges of her fangs. “Aren’t you uppity for a helpless meat-sack mortal?” she purred in a low, dangerous voice.

      Zoe blinked very slowly. Mortal, she thought. That’s right, I’m mortal. Nothing to see here. Certainly no magic and no Witchsight. That would be silly. She’d gone to great lengths to make sure that no one ever connected the mystery witch that sometimes contracted for Dorian with his mousy little secretary. The element of surprise was far too valuable to just give away like that. Of course, she also had her own personal reasons for wanting to avoid her magic… but she’d never told those reasons to Dorian, and he in turn had very consciously never asked for them.

      Zoe yawned pointedly, and deliberately picked back up her book. Inwardly, her stomach clenched. She’d met a few vampires by now — she wouldn’t consider many of them to be pleasant, per se, but she’d never met one so instantly aggressive. Was Vivienne really going to start a fight in this office? Didn’t she have any sense of self-preservation? Zoe didn’t know quite how many supernaturals owed favors to her boss, but she was sure that the numbers easily reached into double digits. A number of other powerful people would be concerned to hear that someone had issued physical threats in Monsieur Moreau’s office, favors or no. The information at his fingertips was very sensitive and very valuable. If someone thought to steal just a few of those darker secrets…

      Sure, someone will nuke her eventually if she crosses the line, Zoe realized. Maybe even her own boss. But that’s not gonna make me any less dead after the fact, if I don’t get ready to handle her. As she turned a page in her book, she silently reached out her senses to reassure herself that the wards she’d placed on the office were still in fighting form. Sure enough, the spells responded to her touch, buzzing with barely-leashed power. It was harder to ward a public office than it was to ward a home, but Dorian had been incredibly accommodating — he hadn’t bothered asking why Zoe wanted him to tear out the old door frame and secretly line the new one with iron. The physical anchor gave Zoe’s magic something to fix upon, and ensured that she only had to renew the wards once every full moon, instead of every morning.

      Most vampires had no sense for magic. The moment that Vivienne had first walked through that door, a faint red network of magical lines had settled upon her body, draping themselves across her like a spider’s web. Judging from her behavior, Vivienne had no idea that she’d made herself vulnerable.

      As a Scorpio, Zoe had a particular power over blood; a speciality that could ruin a vampire’s day in a hurry. It was this speciality that she called upon — reluctantly — reaching out with her magic to tighten that red net ever-so-slightly around Vivienne’s form. There was a spasm of magic and a hiss of red mist, as Zoe leeched away the spiritual sustenance from the blood that Vivienne had so recently consumed. The vampiress wavered minutely on her feet; she steadied her hand against the desk just in front of Zoe to catch herself. This brought the woman’s fangs a bit closer than Zoe might have liked, but she tightened her fingers on her book and did her best to pretend that she was unfazed.

      The door to the office opened quietly. A breeze wafted in, wrenching Zoe’s attention from the delicate spell. With her Witchsight overlaid, it was a bizarre dissonance of sensations. Physically, the wind was frigid — December in Montreal meant snow on the ground and the sort of weather that bit at the inside of your lungs. But Zoe’s ever-present Witchsight felt the warmth of spring, proper spring, touched with the scent of sweet lillies and rain.

      The man that had just entered was tall, and effortlessly graceful. His short, white-blond hair looked soft enough to be spun from corn silk — not that Zoe had ever imagined herself dragging her fingers through it, of course — and his vivid green eyes proved him to be unmistakably otherworldly. He’d dressed a bit overmuch for the weather, which almost spoiled his otherwise striking effect on the room; he’d pulled up the collar on his long overcoat, and tucked a bright green scarf so closely about his face that only his wireframe glasses were left visible above it. But anyone who was anyone in Montreal would be hard-pressed not to know who he was on sight… and just how deceptively dangerous he could be.

      Simon.

      Zoe didn’t realize she’d spoken his name out loud until he turned toward her, peeling that snow-dampened green scarf away from his face to reveal a gentle smile. A ripple of emotion overran his aura, and she felt her mind blank again pathetically. Kindness. Concern. Protectiveness. Simon’s smile was already the sort that melted your insides. The fact that his soul was so damned beautiful too was just unfair. Every time he came into view, something in Zoe’s mind just stopped working.

      You’re in the middle of a spell. The belated realization made her eyes widen. Vivienne might not have much sense for magic, but Simon certainly did. Zoe released the red web in a hurry, hoping that he hadn’t noticed it.

      “I seem to be early today,” Simon observed. He managed a politely apologetic look. “I’ll wait, of course.” He didn’t comment on the obviously tense scene in front of him, but Zoe noticed how quickly and subtly he stepped toward her desk, in easy reach of the vampire that currently threatened her. He’d mistaken her wide eyes for fear of Vivienne, she realized. “I hope you’re doing well, Miss Zoe?”

      Well? What? What had he said? Zoe knitted her brow, struggling for words. Something about Simon’s presence had always overwhelmed her enhanced Witchsight. She’d stoically endured all kinds of horrific visions in her life by now — things that still haunted her nightmares sometimes. But somehow, it was Simon, with his flurry of sweet emotions and his too-bright summer aura,  that made her head swim and her thoughts stutter. His simple presence was like a fog to her senses. Normally, when Zoe knew Simon was coming, she spent a few minutes mentally preparing herself to act like an intelligent human being around him — but she’d been so preoccupied with Vivienne this time that she hadn’t even seen him come to the door.

      God damn it! Focus, Zoe!

      “Miss Zoe?” Simon’s voice took on a hint of concern now. That protectiveness in his aura overtook his kindness; Zoe saw him turn that too-green gaze on Vivienne directly now. A gentle frown appeared on his face — the closest thing she’d ever seen him manage to a threatening look. Vivienne stepped back from the desk abruptly, snatching back her hands as though she’d been burned. Simon Leclair, the Wanderer of Arcadia — the personal servant of the Lady of Briars — had just openly expressed an interest in Zoe’s well-being.

      Zoe sat up straighter and tried to clamp down on the dizziness that had assaulted her. “Simon. Yes.” Damn it! She’d already said his name. This was getting embarrassing. “I’m fine. Good. Very well. I didn’t realize you had an appointment today.”

      No, she was sure he hadn’t had an appointment. Zoe would have noticed if he’d had an appointment on the books, damn it!

      “Oh, it’s not an… appointment, exactly,” Simon admitted. “I was forced to reschedule recently, you’ll recall. Monsieur Moreau was kind enough to offer to meet me for lunch instead, since he was otherwise so busy.”

      Zoe felt a curious thought try to penetrate the haze around her mind. Lunch? Dorian Moreau never did lunch. His lunch hour was sacred.

      On the one hand, it was possible that Dorian simply liked Simon’s company enough to make an exception for him. Zoe’s boss had quietly expressed to her on more than one occasion that he considered Simon to be one of his most pleasant clients. But at the end of the day, Dorian was still one of the most ruthlessly mercenary men that Zoe had ever met. It was far more likely that Simon had a truly interesting secret to offer La Voûte. It wouldn’t be the first time, if so. Simon had spent years wandering the far reaches of Arcadia, ever since he’d pledged himself to the Lady of Briars. Some said that he knew the paths through the faerie realms even better than some faerie lords.

      “I believe I have an appointment previous to your lunch, monsieur,” Vivienne observed. Her tone was much more polite than it had been before, as she addressed the Wanderer.

      Simon turned that beautiful smile upon her. “Of course, madame,” he said. “I am in another man’s place of business. My lady would be most displeased with me if I dared to insult his clients… or one of his people.”

      The rebuke was perfectly framed. Vampires like Vivienne were masters of intimidation — but no one outdid the faerie lords or their servants when it came to subtle rejoinders. What Simon said had the extra benefit of being utterly true: the faerie lords were mad, alien, and powerful — near-deities within their own domains… but they were also obsessed with propriety. There were apocryphal stories of creatures invited to dine with a faerie lord, only to be struck down in a fury when they used the wrong spoon for their soup.

      Thankfully, most faerie lords rarely showed interest in anything outside of their realms. Occasionally, some truly desperate creature might summon one up with great ritual, begging for power. Even more rarely, the faerie lord in question might grant that power. The price — a warlock’s pact — was something akin to eternal servitude.

      Simon Leclair had been a warlock to the Lady of Briars for years now. The significant power he had bargained away from her was admittedly less important than the understanding that her capricious wrath might fall directly upon anyone who dared to harm one of her most useful tools. Surely such a faux-pas would rate an even more terrible response than the selection of a wrong utensil at supper.

      Vivienne’s flat black eyes considered Simon for a moment. She seemed to be carefully formulating a response. Before she could speak, however, the frosted glass door behind Zoe’s desk opened.

      Monsieur Dorian Moreau was probably what most women would fancifully refer to as ‘tall, dark, and handsome.’ Piercing grey eyes and an uncommonly strong jawline marked him as a natural-born businessman. His straight-backed posture radiated a no-nonsense demeanor, and even his short, raven-black hair didn’t dare to fall into his face. For all of Dorian’s coldness, though, he had that slight duskiness to his skin that Zoe had found common in some francophone men… and she’d never met anyone else who could pull off a tie in quite the same way. Zoe would never be attracted to the man — he’d become far too much of a father figure for that, eww — but she could understand how a number of other women might find him attractive.

      Dorian was indeed a sought-after lawyer within the environs of Montreal — but the rest of the supernatural world knew him as La Voûte, a ravenous collector of secrets both great and small. Anyone with a valuable tidbit of information could offer it up to him; if he decided it was worthwhile, he would trade something he considered equally valuable in return. For smaller offerings, Dorian would often reply with common money, or with other trinkets he had received from clients. But the most valuable thing he offered back — the true prize that many sought — was other information. No one knew exactly how deep Dorian’s knowledge went… but everyone knew that witches, warlocks, and stranger things had stepped into his office at various times over the years. Zoe was personally certain that he knew at least a handful of powerful true names, useful for summoning and binding the creatures to whom they belonged. The rumors said that there was no question which La Voûte could not answer… as long as you were willing to pay the price.

      There was absolutely no clue as to Dorian’s mood on his face as he considered the gathering before him. To Zoe’s enhanced, unending Witchsight, even supernatural creatures often disclosed some sense of their thoughts on the edges of their aura. But Dorian was an absolute blank slate, even to her. She had never once seen so much as a flicker of emotion escape his control. That was nice, sometimes — it meant that his presence never overwhelmed her in the same way that others did. But at times like this, she was reminded how truly unnerving his iron self-control could be.

      “Madame Cloutier,” Dorian greeted Vivienne. His voice was cold but cordial. “You may come in.”

      The vampiress smiled, pleased. Her previous displeasure seemed instantly forgotten, evaporated into thin air. “Monsieur Moreau,” she acknowledged sweetly. “What a pleasure. I believe we have much business ahead of us.”

      Dorian’s face didn’t change. His tone remained devoid of emotion. “Perhaps so. Perhaps not. We shall see.”

      As Vivienne sashayed into his office, he cast his eyes first to Zoe, and then to Simon. He nodded slightly toward the warlock. “I shall see to lunch with you as soon as this appointment ends, monsieur,” he informed Simon. “I appreciate your patience.”

      Simon nodded back. “At your leisure,” he agreed. His voice was softer now; the worry had leaked from his aura, replaced again by that gentle kindness.

      Zoe snapped herself away from the thought before she could drown in it, belatedly remembering the other half of her job for Dorian. She flicked on her phone beneath the desk, tapping away at a text message.

      I think she killed someone recently, she noted. She’s probably well-fed, but her temper is unstable, and she’s got a crazy huge ego. Be careful.

      Dorian’s phone vibrated, and he pulled it out to read her message. No frown crossed his face, but Zoe knew that he had taken her seriously. As overwhelming as her enhanced Witchsight sometimes was, there was no denying that it could be a powerful tool — especially given that no one knew she had it.

      “You are most welcome to this office, Monsieur Leclair,” Dorian said, without turning his eyes from his phone. It was the closest thing to a thank you to ever cross his lips during business hours.

      Simon blinked, momentarily confused — but he wasn’t a faerie warlock for nothing. He quickly caught on to the implication: thank you for intervening.

      “I am always glad to see you, Monsieur Moreau,” Simon replied warmly.

      Translation: It was no bother.

      Zoe tried not to let her irritation show on her face. I had it handled before you and your crazy aura showed up, she thought furiously.

      Dorian turned into his office. As he closed the door behind him, Simon’s leaf-green eyes came to rest on Zoe. She ducked her gaze from his, more keenly aware than ever of all the bewitching qualities he carried with him. A flush rose to her cheeks. She was going to act like a fool in front of him again, wasn’t she? Well. At least it would be business as usual. Simon surely must have been convinced by now that she was some brain-damaged charity case that Dorian had taken on for unknown reasons.

      “Are you all right, Miss Zoe?” Simon asked softly. Concern flickered across his aura again, and Zoe sighed heavily as she felt her frustration drain away. It was hard to stay irritated with the warlock when his good intentions were written so clearly across his being. If Dorian was a blank slate of emotion, Simon was his opposite in every way; he wore his heart on his sleeve, metaphysically speaking. Zoe wasn’t sure whether he knew it or not — whether he even cared. What did he have to hide, after all?

      Simon reached out to touch her hand. His fingers were still slightly chilled, but she imagined that the sense of comfort he exuded had soaked into her skin where their hands made contact. She closed her eyes and breathed in slowly, trying to hold onto her wits. “I’m — fine,” she managed again. “Thank you. I doubt she would have really done anything.”

      The warlock frowned. “Perhaps not,” he said. “But I dislike how much your employer seems to rely on his reputation to keep you safe. Not everyone observes the rules of hospitality equally. Many vampires in particular might see you as… of lesser importance. And therefore expendable.” He hesitated on the last part, as though grieved to bring it up in front of her.

      Zoe didn’t flinch at the blatant observation. She’d gone to great lengths to ensure that no one considered her of any consequence, after all. That, too, came with its own set of dangers. Even Simon had never ferreted out her secret, for all that she acted like a moron in front of him. It spoke worlds about his character that he still concerned himself with her well-being.

      “Dorian has other safeguards in place,” she replied carefully. “But I appreciate your concern, Simon. Thank you.” She ought to know, after all — she was one of those other safeguards, herself.

      Simon squeezed Zoe’s hand once and let it go. He glanced back toward the door through which he had entered. “I did notice the office wards,” he admitted. “They’re quite something. A witch’s wards, I would guess… though they’re certainly more intricate than anything I’ve ever done myself.” A ripple of worry flitted through his aura. “Er, perhaps I wasn’t supposed to notice them, now that I think on it.”

      A number of reactions hit Zoe at the same time. Her hazy brain struggled to interpret them.

      Gratification. Pleasure. He thinks my wards are impressive?

      Panic. Shit. He’s sharp. He’s gonna figure me out any day now.

      Interest. He has Witchsight. He’s a witch too, underneath the warlock’s bond. I wonder what sort.

      Zoe gritted her teeth against the flurry of emotion. Somehow, she managed to drag her mind back to the moment at hand. “I try not to discuss that sort of thing with Dorian,” she said. It was true — they had both carefully avoided the subject of Zoe’s magic, her origins, and her peculiar sense for people. As long as she never confirmed any of it, Dorian couldn’t sell the information to the wrong person. As with most lawyers, he was a master of technicalities.

      Simon considered this for a moment. “He’s a man of many secrets,” the warlock observed finally. “I suppose I can’t blame him. It’s why so many people come to him, after all. Myself included.”

      Zoe dared to glance up at Simon’s face directly. A thin thread of pitch-black grief wavered through his aura, curling around his heart. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen it. She’d wondered about it for years.

      What is it you want from Dorian? she wanted to ask him. What is that misery you’re carrying around with you whenever you come here?

      But of course, she didn’t actually ask Simon that. Whatever a client discussed behind that office door was sacrosanct. The question wasn’t merely impolite; it could be enough to shift the delicate appearance of neutrality that Dorian worked so hard to maintain. Information was never given out for free in this office; it was always purchased, and always expensive.

      “I’m sorry,” she blurted out, before she could stop herself.

      Simon blinked, behind his glasses. His brows knitted. “Sorry?” he said. “For… what?”

      Zoe floundered. Oh. Damn my big mouth. Uh. “You just… look very sad sometimes,” she stammered. “And I wish I could help. Um.” Blood rushed to her cheeks. She’d meant to say something far more eloquent, but her brain and her mouth seemed to have disconnected.

      Simon’s eyes softened anyway. That black line of grief faded a bit, down to a more distant grey. At least her fumbling around had accomplished something.

      “That’s very kind of you, Miss Zoe,” he said. “But you don’t need to worry about me. I’ve waited a few years now for answers. I can wait a few more, if I have to.”

      The door to Dorian’s office opened again, cutting their conversation short. Vivienne stormed out, a few of her escaped blood red tresses curling behind her. She no longer looked quite so pleased. The threat of violence was clear upon her face this time.

      Simon stiffened just before she passed. Zoe’s Witchsight caught the beginnings of a spell, as phantom summer winds kicked up around him; he didn’t loose them, but she could tell that he was prepared to do so, if necessary.

      Zoe bit back a gasped warning, barely stifling it in time. He’d seen the wards — he had to know that there would be consequences if he used his magic in here. The subtle red web around him flared in expectation, preparing to tighten like a noose—

      Thankfully, Vivienne held her temper long enough to reach the door. She snarled as she yanked it open. “Il est clair que nous ne voyons pas la même valeur des choses, monsieur!”

      Vivienne’s accent had become garbled in her rage. It took Zoe a good few seconds to guess at what she’d said. Something about differences in values, she thought.

      “Madame!” Simon snapped at her, suddenly far less pleasant in attitude. “Surveillez vos manières!" Zoe had no problems understanding him; his accent was crisp and precise. Mind your manners.

      Vivienne’s eyes flashed from pitch black to deep crimson. The red glare she shot at Simon might have made a lesser man faint on the spot. Amazingly, the warlock’s aura didn’t waver with fear, even for a moment.

      “Parles-en avec ta pute!” Vivienne hissed at Simon. Her voice rippled with the sound of the monster she carried within her.

      Zoe blanched. Oh my god. Did she just say what I think she said? She turned wide eyes on Simon, her breath caught in her throat.

      The warlock was cold and utterly calm. She hadn’t been expecting that. “If you leave now and do not say another word,” Simon told Vivienne, very slowly, “I shall not convey your opinion of my lady’s chastity to her ears. You are angry, and not thinking. You had better change that in the next few seconds, madame.”

      Something of his words must have penetrated even Vivienne’s impressive fury. The red drained abruptly from her eyes. Zoe saw the vampiress exert an extreme effort of will, forcing the beast inside her back down into the black depths of her soul.

      Vivienne clenched her jaw, and swept through the door without speaking again. She made certain to slam the door behind her.

      A low whistle carried through the silent office. Dorian, leaned against the door frame of his office, shook his head slowly. “She won’t last long,” he observed. His grey eyes flickered toward Simon. “That was an act of incredible mercy. I doubt she deserved it.”

      Simon let out a long breath. “I do not fancy dealing with the Lady in a fury again,” he said. “I was tied up for weeks the last time. Besides… faerie lords are not terribly discriminating in their anger. I like this city.”

      Zoe cringed. Some people speculated that the Lady of Briars had been behind a certain legendary curse and a great castle of thorns, on account of not having been invited to a royal christening. She had a sudden vision of Montreal’s citizens asleep in the middle of the streets, vines clambering over their unconscious bodies.

      “Good luck finding a prince to kiss me awake in this era,” she muttered to herself.

      “It doesn’t have to be a prince,” Simon told her automatically, though she’d kept her voice low. “True love’s kiss will break most faerie curses, even if you’re a pauper.” He flushed in embarrassment as he realized he’d corrected her. “Oh, I am… so sorry. I still teach sometimes. It’s force of habit.”

      Zoe’s eyebrows inched upward, though she didn’t dare express the thought that had come to mind. If Simon Leclair had been my teacher, I never would have skipped a class. She cleared her throat quickly. “No… no problem. It was just a joke.”

      Dorian shrugged away from the doorframe, straightening his posture. “I owe you lunch, monsieur,” he said. “And perhaps a bit more, given the day’s events.” He strolled for the office exit, looking for all the world as though a terrifying vampire hadn’t just yelled deprecations in his place of business. Quietly, Dorian took his long, tailored coat from the rack, pulling it around his shoulders. “Lock up behind me,” he ordered Zoe shortly. Close the wards, and don’t let anyone in, his tone implied.

      “Yes sir,” she murmured back.

      Simon wound his bright green scarf back around his neck; but he gave Zoe one last concerned look as Dorian exited.

      She smiled politely in his direction. “Bonne journée, Simon,” she said, by way of farewell. The words came out a bit more shyly than she’d intended.

      Simon relaxed slightly, reassured by her calm. “Bonne journée, Miss Zoe,” he replied.

      For just a moment, the grey thread in his aura disappeared. Zoe knitted her brow at that. I wonder what it was that cheered him up.
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      Six in the evening, and the sun was already down. It was depressing, is what it was.

      Well. That’s what Indian food and bad soap operas were for.

      “That’s totally not even his baby, is it?” Zoe observed flatly. She peeked over the edge of her novel briefly, taking in the dramatic scene currently playing out over the large flat-screen television in Dorian’s condo. Once upon a time, they’d both been poor enough that Zoe had more-or-less lived on his tiny apartment couch. Since better days had arrived, Dorian had bought himself a building and expanded into a more spacious condo — but Zoe still considered his couch to be shared property, if she was going to be honest with herself. She often ended up there, though she’d taken to renting the place beneath his at an admittedly far-too-reasonable rate. She consoled herself with the understanding that what she lacked in funds, she more than made up with monthly wards.

      La Voûte himself took up an entire corner of the expensive L-shaped sofa, plucking at a piece of hot, fresh naan bread. His face remained perfectly neutral, but he blinked once in clear displeasure. “It’s inelegant to spoil the plot for others,” he said evenly.

      Zoe’s mouth twitched. “You’ve got some lamb korma right there,” she said, pointing at a mirrored spot on her own chin. She looked back down at her book. “It’s not a spoiler. I’m barely watching, and even I figured it out.”

      “You haven’t turned the page once in the last hour,” Dorian replied. He loosened his tie. The man might have had perfect control of his facial expressions and his aura, but that didn’t mean he was completely free of tells. When he got grumpy, he started loosening the tie early. He narrowed his eyes at the book in Zoe’s hands. “And how is Le Petit Prince this evening? Are the children’s pictures that engrossing?”

      Zoe flushed bright red. She looked away. The book in her hands was indeed the sort of thing that a primary schooler might read. Her French was relatively abominable, and Dorian knew it. It was why they’d taken to the habit of watching French soap operas twice a week. Still, she’d read Le Petit Prince cover to cover more than once now — for sentimental reasons, rather than educational ones.

      “My apologies,” Dorian said. He allowed a bit of chagrin into his voice, though it didn’t touch his aura. “That was inelegant of me.”

      Zoe sighed. “I’m finding it hard to concentrate on anything,” she said. “Didn’t this afternoon bother you? That lady was pissed. I don’t know what you said to her, but she doesn’t seem the sort to just take it and move on.”

      Dorian sighed. “She thought she would haggle me into a better price, because she believes herself important. I don’t haggle.”

      Zoe tossed set the book aside, and reached out to poke her fork at a piece of butter chicken. “She’s part of the Cloutier bloodline, and the seneschal to the latest seigneur. She is important.”

      Dorian yawned. “Every vampire this side of the coast with a city to their name wants to be called monseigneur. I doubt we ever had so much undead royalty, even in the Middle Ages. In any case, I know this one. He’s far too intelligent to have appointed someone like Vivienne. He’s probably setting her up to fail with a job too big for her talents. Someone is eventually going to kill her — especially if today was any indication.”

      Zoe groaned. “Ugh,” she said around the piece of chicken in her mouth. “Politics.”

      “Politics,” Dorian agreed. “You should learn a thing or two about it. It’s a matter of survival here… much like French.”

      “I’m about as likely to master politics as I am to master French,” Zoe told him flatly. “No matter how good I get, I wasn’t born here. If I screw up my connotations and say something too literal to the wrong monster, that’s it for me. C’est la fin.” She slashed one hand through the air in demonstration.

      On-screen, the glamorous Frenchwoman cried out dramatically, throwing herself at her lover’s feet. The overly-muscled fellow turned away coldly. “Ce n’est pas mon fils!” he declared.

      Zoe crowed in victory and speared another piece of butter chicken. “Ha ha!” she said. “What did I tell you?”

      Dorian rolled his eyes and stuffed the rest of the naan bread into his mouth.

      Whatever the day’s events, there was always something reassuring about their carefully-drafted routines. Dorian was so good at keeping on his cold business face during the day that it was easy to forget he had a human side to him too. In fact, Zoe suspected she was one of the few people ever to have seen it.

      When she’d first stumbled into Montreal — barefoot, bloody, and utterly maddened by her Witchsight — she had been lucky indeed to run into a younger Dorian Moreau. At the time, his mind had been every bit as much of a steel trap, but his reputation had yet to grow into the strange and sinister thing it was today. His utterly blank aura had called her from blocks away, promising a serenity that she desperately needed. For whatever reason, Dorian had taken pity on the wretched girl that threw herself at his feet, begging him to make the world stop being.

      Over time, the two of them had happened onto a strangely familial relationship, and a profitable working arrangement. Zoe had seen Dorian through a number of dangerous clients, warding his office and picking hints from their auras for him to use, while Dorian offered her the connections to secure a new legal name and citizenship.

      Dorian was not himself a witch; whatever magic he had, it was something terribly unique and mostly inward-focused. Since Zoe was stuck with an uncontrollable outward psychic sense, their powers were a perfect complement. Apart from his perfectly blank aura, Dorian had demonstrated the ability to partition and lock away the information in his own mind, fully forgetting it until such time as he found it necessary to retrieve it again. A lot of supernatural creatures had attempted to ferret out the secrets stowed within his brain — to date, not one of them had succeeded at prying information from him by any method other than a proper trade.

      It was a sometimes-popular topic of conversation to speculate on just where Dorian had come by such unique powers. Zoe was probably one of the few people in the world to know that even Dorian wasn’t certain of the answer. “I don’t remember,” he’d told her once, frustrated. “The answer would certainly be worth quite a lot to me, if you were ever to uncover it.” It was the last time he’d ever allowed her to discuss the matter.

      Zoe shot him a sideways look as he leaned back into the couch, tucking his arms behind his head. “Simon must have had something interesting for you.” She did her best to keep her voice light. “You don’t often give up your lunch hour.”

      Her attempt at deception failed utterly. Dorian’s slate grey eyes flicked over toward her. “You don’t often talk this much about business,” he said. We decided that was a bad idea, his tone implied.

      Zoe pressed her lips together. “I didn’t need the help today,” she said. “But he thought I did. Not many people would’ve stepped into the middle of that mess. Maybe it’s kind of nice knowing someone has my back if I need it.”

      Dorian frowned openly at that. “Pandering to the secretary is a common method of social engineering,” he told her. “It costs little and gains a lot. This is a man who sold his soul to a faerie lord. He could be using you, for all you know.”

      “He’s not.” At her firm, immediate answer, Dorian knitted his brow. A second later, he nodded.

      “That was foolish of me. Of course you would know.” He shrugged. “I was only being half-serious in this case, anyway. I know he’s not using you for anything. He knows I don’t have what he needs.”

      Zoe sat up a bit straighter at that. “You don’t?” She couldn’t help sounding a bit shocked. “You mean he asked you a question you can’t answer? Then why does he keep coming back?”

      A bit of real irritation crossed Dorian’s face now. “Since you insist on knowing: he asked me to keep an ear to the ground, in case I should come across what he’s looking for. He still brings me interesting information in the hopes that day will come and I will be able to pay him back.” The irritation, Zoe realized, wasn’t directed at her — it was self-directed. Dorian wasn’t used to not knowing the answers. He hated admitting to blind spots in his impressive lexicon of knowledge.

      Zoe narrowed her eyes. “You feel bad for him,” she accused. “That’s why you keep making time for him.” It was possibly the worst thing of which she could accuse her boss.

      “And here you are, breaking all manner of unspoken rules for him,” Dorian replied, neatly evading the accusation. “Do you know the proverb about stones and glass houses, Zoe?”

      Zoe folded back into the couch, vaguely embarrassed. She wasn’t sure why, exactly. Simon was easy to like. If even La Voûte had a soft spot for him, someone like Zoe probably never stood a chance.

      She hesitated. There was only one rule that she had absolutely never crossed with Dorian — one thing that she had never dared to ask him before. But if he really was upset at not being able to answer Simon’s questions, then maybe…

      “What is it Simon wants to know?” She meant the question to come off confident, but her voice faltered awkwardly halfway through it.

      Dorian looked at her sharply. The congenial atmosphere buckled, and Zoe knew that he hadn’t been expecting that particular trespass.

      “I work for you,” she said. “I want to help. Is that so crazy?”

      Dorian’s eyes went flat. “You don’t want to ask me this, Zoe,” he said. “When it’s business, I have rules. I don’t want to have to enforce them on you, of all people.”

      Right. Dorian’s Rules. They were a package deal, along with his strange powers. Zoe wasn’t a hundred percent certain what would happen if he ever broke them — or, for that matter, whether he could break them.

      First among them was the rule: All secrets must have a price.

      Zoe set her jaw. “Let’s play pretend for a second. What would these rules involve, if I decided that I did want to ask you this?”

      Dorian closed his eyes. This was clearly a conversation that he desperately did not want to have. But he pushed up to a seated position anyway, his tone suddenly cold. “I can tell you what Monsieur Leclair asked me for,” he said. “That is a secret that he has technically given to me. But client questions are one of the most sensitive secrets I can trade. If you ask me to tell you this secret, Zoe… you will need to give me a secret of equal value. Something valuable in its own right, and also something that you do not wish to tell me.” He met her eyes directly. “Anyone could trade me for that information, if they offered something of great enough value themselves.”

      Zoe’s mouth went dry. They both knew what he was talking about.

      Screaming in the dark, drenched in blood, can’t stop looking, can’t unsee, he won’t let me—

      “Zoe!”

      Dorian had taken her by the shoulders. For the first time in years, she looked at his face and saw open concern. It was that expression, that look that he’d given her when she’d first woken up screaming on the tatty couch in his old apartment.

      “Breathe,” he demanded. It was that direct, no-nonsense voice that did it.

      Zoe gasped in a breath. Her heart was beating hard in her chest. Her head was light and dizzy.

      “M’fine,” she said.

      She wasn’t. But they both knew that anyway.

      Dorian was not, as a rule, a terribly affectionate man. But he tugged her forward into an awkward, fatherly hug anyway. Zoe closed her eyes, and let the comforting emptiness of his aura surround her.

      When her breathing had finally steadied out, Dorian spoke very quietly. “Don’t make me do this,” he begged. There was no hardness left in his voice now. “I don’t want to do it, Zoe.”

      Zoe swallowed hard. She nodded against his chest.

      The strange, arcane rules that bound Dorian wouldn’t let him make exceptions; not even for her. If she asked him for a secret that valuable, he would have to ask her the one thing he knew she didn’t want to tell him — the thing she feared any of his other clients learning, above all else. That wouldn’t just hurt her; it would hurt him too.

      She owed him more than that.

      “I won’t ask,” she rasped. “I won’t. Just… forget about it.”

      Dorian released her, and they each took a moment to compose themselves. Zoe straightened out her button-down, evading his eyes.

      “C'était ton jumeau!” sobbed the woman on-screen. “Il a prétendu être toi!”

      She swiveled her head toward the television incredulously. “Oh my god, really?” she demanded. “We’re into evil twins now? This is getting ridiculous!”

      “Mais oui,” Dorian said, his voice carefully neutral once again. “It was inevitable.”

      Zoe tossed herself back into the couch, crunching her legs up to her chest. She wrinkled her nose. “I’m gonna need some popcorn to get through this,” she muttered.
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        * * *

      

      Only a week later, and Zoe had nearly managed to suppress her memory of the awkward conversation. That afternoon, in fact, she had more pressing problems to deal with.

      “No, I’m sorry, we’ll have to reschedule your meeting for today. I know it’s inconvenient, and I’m quite sorry for your trouble. Something unavoidable has come up. Thank you for your understanding!”

      The voice on the other end of the office line was not understanding. But Zoe quickly set down the phone anyway.

      She reached up to rub at her face in exasperation. Dorian had suggested that the seigneur of Montreal had no particular attachment to Vivienne’s success, but she could swear that the dratted vampire had dragged Dorian out of his office at the last minute just to get some tiny, petty revenge on the both of them. It was one thing to upset his seneschal, and another thing entirely to deny him a face-to-face meeting — even if said meeting was utterly last-minute and inconvenient.

      Zoe had been forced to call every last appointment left on the books, kindly informing them that they wouldn’t be seeing Dorian that day after all. Lord only knew when the seigneur would let him leave the meeting. She’d had to promise to lock up the office herself; she’d soon be stuck on a crowded metro car with half the working population of the city, instead of hitching a ride in the passenger seat of Dorian’s black sedan.

      Her mouth curled with distaste at the thought. She would have to walk home alone, in the dark. Damn that damned vampire, semi-royalty or not!

      Zoe’s worried thoughts stuttered as something pinged on her Witchsight. She glanced toward the office door, confused by the unexpected imagery.

      It was Simon standing at the office door… but Zoe knew instantly that something was very wrong with him. Outwardly, nothing much had changed: his white-blond hair was a bit messier than usual, and maybe he had a bit more of a pale cast to his skin, but his green eyes were still as bright as ever behind his glasses, and he was wearing his usual absent smile.

      Spiritually, Zoe thought at first that she might have been looking at an utterly different person. The soft scent of spring had dimmed to barely a whisper; the kindness that normally threaded through Simon’s aura had been utterly overcome by that terrible black misery. A large swath of it was curled around something that lay against his chest, attached to a silver chain around his neck.

      Her unusually keen Witchsight dug even deeper than that, though, and she recoiled at what she saw there. There were fresh, hideous injuries on the Wanderer’s soul — great blackened gashes that didn’t even bleed. Something cold and awful had torn into him… and while Simon was somehow still standing afterward, Zoe knew that he couldn’t possibly be immune to the resulting agony.

      She doubled over at her desk, trying to keep her lunch in her stomach where it belonged. Stop that! She gritted her teeth. You’ve seen worse. You can deal with this!

      Zoe closed her eyes and forced herself to count to ten. Simon had to be here for a reason. She needed to find her brain.

      The warlock entered without comment, his manner subdued. The warmth that he normally carried with him was lukewarm, pathetic. He had not, Zoe realized, bothered to tuck his scarf around his neck; neither was his coat fully buttoned to the top. What was left of the cold must have bothered him terribly… but what was a little cold, compared to those horrible mental injuries?

      He smiled tiredly at Zoe, and she clenched her fingers on her knees beneath the desk. “Miss Zoe,” he said cordially, as though everything was quite normal. “It’s good to see you again.”

      Zoe set her jaw. God, he was a wreck. What was he doing even walking around?

      “I guess you’re here for something from Dorian,” she said. “I’m afraid he’s had to run off for the afternoon. But… maybe I could help you instead?”

      Please, she thought, let me help you.

      Simon blinked slowly. A lost, confused expression flickered across his face. “I don’t… you know, I don’t know exactly why I’m here,” he admitted. “I only meant to make an appointment. But I suppose I could have called. Perhaps I needed the walk.”

      Zoe cringed. “Yeah, uh… his schedule’s pretty up-in-the-air at the moment. I just had to re-sort things for the next two weeks. I’ll… I’ll try to see what I can manage…” Her voice wavered slightly on the words, and she cursed herself.

      This shit I’m feeling isn’t mine. It doesn’t belong to me, it’s his.

      Simon’s aura twinged abruptly, drawing her attention back to him. His eyes had fallen on the little French child’s novel she’d left out on her desk. Zoe flushed in embarrassment. Briefly, she considered shoving Le Petit Prince under the desk and pretending that it belonged to someone else.

      “C’est le temps que tu as perdu pour ta rose qui rend ta rose importante,” Simon quoted. A wan smile crossed his face. “I wonder if La Voûte subscribes to that theory of value.”

      Zoe felt her flush recede slightly. “What — the more you waste time on something, the more valuable it becomes?” She shrugged. “Might be a little too existential for him.”

      “Is that yours?” Simon asked. “It looks well-read.”

      She shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “…yeah. It’s the first book I ever read when I started learning French. Guess it kind of stuck with me.”

      A tinge of bittersweet memory echoed in Simon’s aura. “I like Saint-Exupery,” he said. “I find him an antidote to French nihilism. He never apologized for believing that there is worth in the world.”

      Of course you would love him, Zoe thought. That’s so you.

      He’d captured her attention again. That black grief was so close now — she could feel it on her skin. The ache of looking at it hit her somewhere just beneath her breastbone.

      Never before had she been so keenly aware of the magic boiling in her blood.

      I could help. I could fix… fix some of this. No one would need to know.

      Except for Simon. There would be no hiding it from him if she touched his soul with her power, knitted up some of those gashes. She wouldn’t even know where to begin with all this damage, but perhaps she could at least dull the pain for a bit, let him get a good night’s sleep…

      “Miss Zoe?” Worry — faint, familiar worry — wavered through the blackness that consumed him. Zoe realized that she’d allowed little tears to gather at the corners of her eyes. Simon reached out to take her hand; she choked at his touch, unable to stop herself.

      Zoe forced a hesitant smile. “Oh, um, look at me,” she stuttered. “I’m so embarrassed. It’s… it’s the wrong time of month is all. I'm crying over the most ridiculous things. I’m so sorry.” She squeezed his hand between hers.

      Simon relaxed slightly. “You don’t need to be embarrassed on my account, Miss Zoe,” he reassured her. “I promise I’ve seen worse. There’s very little in this world that can outdo a faerie lord for irrational mood swings.”

      Zoe laughed in spite of herself. There was a wan smile on Simon’s face now that almost looked genuine. She let out a slow breath, forcing her emotions under control.

      His aura lightened where their hands touched. Simple human contact had cut through that misery, if only for a moment. Simon made as though to release her hands, but Zoe tightened her grip on him, and he looked at her with a start.

      You didn’t always need magic to help people feel better, she remembered.

      “I’m clearly in need of some chocolate,” Zoe told him. “I have to close things down soon anyway. Would… would you mind coming with me? I don’t really like closing up the office alone.”

      Asking a client to chocolate was incredibly unprofessional. There was no getting around it. But the thought of doing nothing and letting him walk away in that state was just… unthinkable.

      Another faint thread of relief rippled through his aura. Simon nodded slowly, and she let him go, satisfied. The phone on the desk rang, and she shot it a wary look. It was the number she’d just called — no doubt looking to scream at her a bit more. “You know,” Zoe said. “It’s close enough to closing.” She pushed to her feet and collected her things abruptly as the ringing went on.

      Simon glanced curiously at the phone. His lips quirked upward just a bit further. “Someone you know?” he asked.

      Zoe shot him a plaintive look. “I wasn’t at the desk,” she said. “That’s what you’ll say if anyone asks, isn’t it?”

      The warlock chuckled and put a hand to his heart. “On my honor,” he promised.
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      When Zoe had first walked around Montreal — in her right mind, anyway — she had found it alien, and just a bit overwhelming. At the time, she hadn’t known a lick of French, so all the signs and the idle street chatter had been mostly foreign to her. People will switch to English if you ask, Dorian had told her reassuringly, and he was right. But none of that had jarred her nearly as much as the sheer feeling of the city to her Witchsight.

      No matter what time of year, no matter the weather, Montreal was simply alive. There was always a festival or a concert going on, and people were always excited about something. It was enough to give her a headache sometimes, though she appreciated the generally positive atmosphere in other respects.

      All of Zoe’s hard feelings toward the city had melted away overnight, however, when she learned about its chocolate shops. Shops. Plural.

      The first time Dorian had taken her to a chocolaterie, Zoe had taken one look at the literal wall of cocoa beans from around the world, then turned back to him and said: I am never leaving this city.

      That had earned a rare laugh from him.

      Zoe had since become convinced that a good chocolaterie could cure all woes, or at least put a sizeable dent in them. There was one only a few blocks from Dorian’s office, which she had been to so many times now that the owners knew her on sight.

      Simon, still wilted and shivering in the cold, nonetheless made an effort to open the door for her. Zoe shook her head and smiled, holding it open for him in turn. As the two of them nudged into a bright red booth near the middle of the shop, a young, tattooed waiter bustled toward them with his notepad out. “Brownie and a classic hot chocolate, semi-sweet?” he asked Zoe blithely, in heavily-accented English. He blinked as he looked up and saw Simon with her. “Oh! Sorry, sorry. And what would you like, sir?”

      “You’ve been here often, I see,” Simon observed to Zoe. That wan smile on his face was getting a bit stronger already.

      “Nah,” she joked. “Jérôme is just psychic. Aren’t you, Jérôme?”

      The young waiter shot her a deadpan expression worthy of La Voûte himself. “A secret,” he said, his English breaking further from humor. “I learn it in waiter school. You are not s’posed to know.”

      Simon gave him a wry look. “I suppose I’ll take another of whatever she’s having,” he said. “Merci.”

      Jérôme grinned at him. “Parfait,” he said. He glanced at Zoe and winked. “You have a pretty boyfriend. Don’t worry. I look but will not touch.”

      Zoe’s face went bright red. “Uh,” she said eloquently. “He’s not my boyfriend,” she called out, but Jérôme spirited off before she could finish. She coughed into her hand, forcing a laugh to paper over the awkwardness. “Er. Sorry about that.”

      Simon chuckled. “Don’t worry about it,” he said. And because he was who he was, she felt the uncomfortable moment pass harmlessly overhead. The warlock tucked his chin into his hand — Zoe thought that maybe half of him was actually present, while the other half was still distant, buried underneath that dark haze. “If I’m going to be honest, I’ve had a difficult few days. I’m just glad not to be at home.”

      Zoe did her best not to let the full extent of her worry show on her face. “I thought you looked a bit off,” she said. Understatement of the year. “Did something bad happen?”

      Simon frowned. He seemed to realize he had accidentally brought the subject around to himself. “It’s not really important—” he started. But he cut himself off. He considered Zoe from across the booth. “…we’re not here because you’re upset, are we?” he observed.

      Zoe winced. “I guess I could work on my subtlety,” she admitted. “You look more than just a bit off. I was worried.”

      Simon laughed ruefully. He shook his head. “Well done,” he murmured. He reached back to run his fingers nervously through his hair. “I had a run-in with something powerful in Arcadia,” he admitted. “I knew it was going to hurt. I just… didn’t anticipate how much.” He went quiet, and that black aura bore down on him just a bit harder.

      Zoe pursed her lips. He was slipping away from the moment again. She feigned ignorance, tilting her head. “You’re hurt?” she asked. “How bad? Are you sure you should be walking around?”

      Simon blinked, drawn back to the conversation. “Oh,” he said. “I wasn’t hurt, um… physically. Arcadia is a world of ideas made real. There are things there that can harm you in the usual fashion, but more powerful creatures can attack your mind or soul directly. This one dredged up… some feelings that I thought I’d already put behind me. I suppose I was mistaken.” He paused, briefly silent. His hand drifted unconsciously toward his chest, where the center of that blackness hung at the end of the silver chain around his neck. “Some injuries are a bit harder to heal.”

      Zoe nodded slowly, trying to keep her eyes from fixing on that invisible point of misery. “So something hit you in the soul,” she said. “Really hard.” She hesitated. “That sounds like the sort of thing a witch might be able to help with, if they had the right speciality. Maybe a Virgo or a Scorpio.” She paused. Then, before she could stop herself, she added: “Scorpio would be better, I figure.”

      Simon gave her a curious look. “Well… yes,” he said. “You’re well-informed, Miss Zoe.”

      She shrugged uncomfortably. “You can’t work in an office like ours without picking up a few bits of information here and there,” she said. “Anyway… I know witches are rare, but it’s not an impossible idea?”

      Simon smiled ruefully. “About that…”

      Jérôme returned with their brownies and hot chocolate, and the two of them briefly quieted. It wasn’t exactly forbidden to talk about such things in front of oblivious mortals — most of them would brush off talk of magic and faeries as something from a game or a story — but there was always the risk that you’d end up cornered for the next hour by an enthusiastic mortal looking to join your ‘role-playing group.’

      As Jérôme headed off again, Zoe tucked a small bite of her brownie into her mouth. The fresh, gooey chocolate elicited a slight moan. “Oh, man. I have no idea how I'm not fat on this stuff. My world got so dangerous when they moved just a few blocks away from us.” She nodded toward Simon’s plate. “Eat up. I hear chocolate is good for the soul too.”

      Simon blinked behind his glasses. “Where did you hear that?” he said, confused.

      “Harry Potter,” Zoe admitted. “Still, it seems like it should be true, doesn’t it?”

      A faint smile flickered across Simon’s face. He dutifully took a nibble of his own brownie, and sighed in satisfaction. “You have a point,” he said. “This is certainly the best-tasting medicine I’ve ever had, if nothing else.”

      Again, the darkness in his aura ebbed just a bit, and Zoe thought: Shit. Harry Potter was right. Who knew?

      “So,” she encouraged. “You were saying — about finding a witch to help you out?”

      Simon paused halfway through another bite. “I’m not well-liked in the broader supernatural community,” he said. “I’ve made some friends locally, but most other people mistrust me on sight, for… obvious reasons.”

      Zoe raised her eyebrows. “You’re kidding,” she said flatly. “You mean because you’re a warlock?”

      Simon winced. “I can hardly blame people,” he said. “The general consensus is that warlocks sell their souls in return for power. And I would say that’s true for most.”

      Zoe brooded on that. She couldn’t fault his point. It took a certain sort of crazy to indebt yourself to a faerie lord and their whims — or maybe a certain sort of desperate. Either way, being on-call for the sort of being that flipped out over a party invitation and cursed a whole city wasn’t likely to make people trust you any more. The rest of what he’d said sunk in then, and she frowned. “True for most?” she said. “Not for you?”

      Simon sipped at his hot chocolate for a long moment. She could see him thinking, weighing how much he wanted to say. He must have decided that he trusted her, though — because he spoke again, even more quietly. “The Lady of Briars isn’t what she used to be,” he said. “She’s been… infected, I suppose, with a tiny sliver of humanity. It’s been very difficult for her. I feel a kind of responsibility for her, er… it’s gotten quite complicated. But I agreed to a very conditional warlock’s pact in order to help her through it.”

      Zoe felt her eyes go wide. She wasn’t sure what she had been expecting Simon to tell her — maybe that he’d pacted in order to save an innocent puppy stuck up a tree, or something similarly ridiculous. But a faerie lord gone human? Even if it was only a sliver of humanity, as he said, the idea was unprecedented.

      “Did—” She lowered her voice. “Did you tell Dorian?” It was barely a whisper.

      Simon was silent for a long moment. Finally, he said: “Yes. With her permission. It was a secret worthy of substantial payment. And the Lady would pay any price, I think, for the question that I asked.” His eyes went distant again. “We both would.”

      A question that even Dorian can’t answer.

      Zoe bit down on her lip.

      I promised Dorian I wouldn’t trade him for the information. And I’m not allowed to ask this kind of thing of a client in the office…

      But we’re not in the office.

      It was the slimmest of technicalities. To ask would still be dangerous, and horribly impolite.

      But it wasn’t forbidden, was it?

      Simon was looking at her strangely, and she knew that the conflict must have been evident on her face. “You don’t have to tell me,” Zoe said slowly. “And… and I really shouldn’t ask.” She swallowed. “What answer are you looking for, Simon? Is… is it something I could help you with?”

      The warlock stared at her for a long moment. Dark grief curled around the chain at his neck. Zoe felt her certainty waver almost instantly, in the face of that look. “Never mind. Just — I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—”

      Simon reached out to take her hand. “It’s all right,” he said. “I know you mean well. And… I know what it means for you to ask.” He shook his head. “I appreciate the offer, Miss Zoe, I really do. But I think… it’s probably best if I don’t go down this path. It would be very easy for me to fall back into obsessing over this again, especially in my current state. It’s part of why I had to take a step back and ask La Voûte to look for answers instead.” He smiled ruefully. “I found my way out of this feeling once already. I can do it again if I have to.”

      Zoe glanced away, unable to meet his eyes. The words were understanding, and more than she likely deserved. But some part of her couldn’t help hearing the rest of what he hadn’t said. If a faerie lord can’t find the answer, and La Voûte can’t find the answer, then you certainly can’t find it.

      And why would he have any reason to think differently? As far as Simon knew, Zoe’s most valuable skill was making appointments. He probably thought she was aiming to get into something far over her head — maybe even something that could get her hurt.

      Zoe swallowed. For the first time since meeting Dorian, she wanted to tell someone the truth. Not all of it — not even most of it. But maybe just enough. Would it be so bad for just one person to know what she was? Surely, Simon could keep a secret.

      It won’t stay that way, a voice whispered at the back of her head. Secrets don’t stop at just one. No one can ever know what Malcolm taught you — what he gave you. If you let the wrong thing slip, and the Lady of Briars finds out…

      Zoe pressed her lips together. “…you deserve better, is all,” she said finally. She tightened her hand on his. “I wish I could just… fix whatever it is. I know that might sound silly.”

      I can’t. I’m sorry, Simon.

      “It’s not silly.” Simon reached across the table to nudge her chin upward. Zoe caught his eyes again; there was real gratitude in them. Zoe found herself frozen in place, as though he’d struck her through the heart. There was a flicker of something else in his aura now — something she’d never seen before. It was soft and gentle, like so much of the rest of him… but she had no name for it, and her mind struggled with the unfamiliarity. All she knew was that it had hit her right in the center of her chest, and utterly stolen her breath.

      I don’t deserve that, she thought guiltily.

      “Thank you for caring, Zoe,” he said. “I don’t have many friends these days. I think… maybe I know why I ended up at your office today. Maybe I found the person I was really hoping to find.”

      The pitch blackness in his aura had lifted, lightening to a less heinous-looking grey instead. Zoe knitted her brow. What did I do? she wondered. I don’t know what I did to cause that.

      Simon’s fingers left her chin, and she found herself able to breathe again. Something inside her had shifted out of place, though, and she knew somehow that it wasn’t going to shift back again.
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        * * *

      

      Zoe found herself savoring every last moment over chocolate, for reasons which weren’t entirely clear to her. At some point, she realized that they’d long since finished off their impromptu dessert, and lingered much longer than she’d intended. If Simon was worried over the time, he didn’t show it in the least — but eventually, she admitted to herself that it would probably be polite to let Jérôme start cleaning up the table.

      She caught herself looking past Simon’s shoulder at the darkness beyond the restaurant window. Later meant darker, she realized belatedly. A hint of uneasiness flickered through her at that. Scorpio weren’t supposed to be scared of the darkness. They were the darkness. But however much Zoe’s soul might have craved the night, her body still remembered to shiver and seize up when it came. Bad things had happened to her in the dark.

      “Zoe?”

      She glanced back at Simon, brow knitted. That was the second time he’d forgotten to use the Miss. The sound of him saying her name so casually set off a delighted spike of confusion inside her, battering back at the fear in her chest. “Sorry,” she said, smiling. “My brain was somewhere else just now.”

      “I said I’m headed to the nearest metro. I could walk with you, if you’re going in that direction as well.”

      The irrational fear that had tightened in her chest eased off just a bit at the offer. Zoe chuckled nervously. “Sure, thanks. I mean… I should probably keep an eye on you, make sure you don’t turn into a popsicle.”

      Simon tugged his coat back around his shoulders with a sigh. “If only I didn’t love Montreal so much,” he said. “I could move somewhere nice and sunny instead.”

      As he moved for the door, Zoe noticed that he’d left a few bills on the table. She scowled. “Hey,” she said, shoving to her feet. “I didn’t realize we were playing that game. You did not just sneak the bill from me.”

      Simon grinned. She’d always thought he had an angel’s smile, but there was an added mischievous cast to it now. “You looked away,” he said. “You’ll have to be more cut-throat next time.”

      Zoe blinked. Next time? The words put a stupid smile on her face before she could stop it. She hustled her coat back on, covering her mouth with a scarf. “You shouldn’t have started that with me,” she informed him. “I’ll eat you for breakfast. I work for a lawyer — I learned from the best.”

      “In which case, I look forward to being beaten by the best.” Simon held the door for her once again; this time, she saw a humor in his face that suggested he was doing it on purpose.

      Zoe’s heart flip-flopped in her chest. Stop that! she told it. You stop that right now!

      The last thing — the very last thing that she needed — was to end up infatuated with one of Dorian’s clients. She’d already crossed a million lines tonight, but god damn it, there had to be some kind of limit!

      Simon fell into step next to her as they headed away from the chocolaterie. Zoe tugged up her scarf again to hide her burning face.

      The night was cold, but for once there was very little wind. Snow fell without sound, muffling the whole world so that the few people on the street felt a need to keep the quiet. They walked in companionable silence for a bit, and Zoe admitted to herself that it was a nice feeling. As soothing as it could be to walk in the shadow of Dorian’s total non-aura, it was pleasant having Simon next to her when she didn’t feel pressured to fight through the distraction of her Witchsight to come up with something to say. Being near him was like basking in the warmth of a fire, or laying out in the sun. Simon had a rare certainty about him; he always knew who he was and what he believed in. All those worried glances and careful words of his were for everyone else’s benefit, as he searched for the right way to accomplish what he wanted.

      None of it was wasted. Simon had effortlessly guided the evening through a hundred moments that should have been awkward or misunderstood. Only now, looking back, could Zoe see how he’d nudged things to defuse her unease.

      It had helped her keep her head around him, in spite of the ever-present distractions of her Witchsight. For once, she hadn’t acted like an idiot just trying to stave off the way he overwhelmed her senses.

      Maybe there was hope for her yet.

      A loud scream jolted her abruptly from her musings. Zoe froze. Old memories surged back, persistent and unwelcome. Her body shut down for a moment as her mind cast around frantically, searching for the source of the sound. Where was the fear? Where was the pain—

      Another scream followed the first. This one cut off into a drunken laugh. There was a moment of disconnect while her brain tried to make sense of it all.

      A small group of college boys was ambling down the other side of the street. They seemed to be taking turns screaming down one of their friends as he tried to talk at them in a more reasonable tone of voice. Each time the sober (and exasperated) young man opened his mouth, another of his wavering comrades would do their best to drown him out with a blood-curdling scream.

      Zoe realized she was staring. Her heart was pounding in her chest. Use your magic! her instincts urged her. No, hide! No, don’t move! Don’t catch the wrong attention!

      Simon’s hands cupped her face, forcing her toward him. A glow lit the air between them, flickering into a soft golden light. Where it touched her, she felt his confidence suffuse her, warming up the places where her blood had run cold.

      It was his magic: Simon’s magic, and not the Lady’s. It promised safety, protection. Nothing will hurt you, it said. I won’t let it happen.

      Simon’s eyes held hers — vivid green and steady. Zoe sucked in a breath, dazed. His hands were warm, in spite of the cold. She reached out shaking hands, clinging to his coat on pure instinct. Simon was steady. He was strong enough to hold them both up, for the moment.

      Slowly — very slowly — the paralyzing fear ebbed away. Zoe wavered on her feet, drained by its absence. Simon dropped his hands from her face, catching her against him.

      Being in his arms was surreal. That warm, blissful aura of his enfolded her entirely, blinding her Witchsight to the rest of the world. This close to Simon, there was nothing else to worry about. Zoe surrendered herself to the feeling, tucking her head into his chest and breathing in the aroma of fresh rain and distant lilies. Simon pressed his hand gently to the back of her head, holding her there. For the first time, beneath the smell of the Briars, she caught a hint of the warlock himself; a clean, male scent that comforted in a different way.

      There was nothing like it in the world. Nothing. All of the hundreds of little distractions — the throbbing pressure of the people and streets and lingering emotions around her — had utterly disappeared. For just a second, drowning in everything that Simon was, the world felt…

      Quiet.

      That protectiveness of Simon’s was at the forefront, driven forward by the spell he’d just cast. It was difficult to cast a spell of emotion without keenly feeling that emotion yourself. Simon wanted to protect people; it was part of who he was at his core.

      But there was a new tinge to that protectiveness. Almost too quick to follow, she saw a touch of possession. Simon hadn’t decided to protect Zoe because of who he was.

      He had done it because of who she was to him.

      Friends, she thought to herself, dazed. We’re friends. That’s why.

      Slowly, Zoe raised her face from his chest. Simon glanced down at her. He had put a good deal of effort into making his face unreadable… but Zoe didn’t need to read his face. He was worried, confused, thoughtful. Already putting pieces together, reading old trauma out of her reaction.

      “I’m sorry,” she rasped. “I, um…” She tugged back from him, but Simon surprised her by tightening his grip on her waist, holding her where she was for an extra moment.

      “Don’t be sorry,” he said. The words held worlds of meaning that even Zoe couldn’t entirely parse. A flicker of anger rippled through him — aimless, casting about for a target. It faded quickly as he refocused his attention. “Take a second. I’ve got you.”

      Zoe nodded slowly. Part of her wanted to explain, to warn him that if she took a second, she might take forever. That she’d spent years building up her courage to go outside, to stop looking over her shoulder every few seconds. That until he’d held her like that, she hadn’t realized how tired she was, and how deeply she suddenly craved staying there, in the one place that she’d ever really felt safe.

      Instead, Zoe built back up her foundations, bit by bit. She forced herself to run through a simple plan for the next hour, to reassure herself with a sense of routine. Get home, she told herself. Turn on the lights. Check the wards. Take a sleeping pill.

      Zoe took a breath. Then — with a painful, exacting effort — she stepped back.

      Simon’s spell had yet to fade. He was still exerting himself, fuelling the flickering golden wisp between them with a consistent thread of magic. Zoe had to remind herself that she was supposed to be mortal — that as far as Simon knew, she couldn’t see the spell at all, could barely sense its existence. A mortal Zoe would simply know that she felt safer, for no particular reason she could discern.

      “Thanks,” she murmured. She had to avert her eyes, to keep from focusing on the little light in front of her.

      Simon patted her on the shoulder — as though she’d merely sneezed or gotten tongue-tied, instead of freezing like a cornered rabbit in the middle of the sidewalk. As though he hadn’t just ignored his own demons to expertly shore up her courage.

      He stayed a bit closer to her side as they took the last block to the nearest metro station. Zoe saw the well-intentioned lie in his aura as he claimed to be headed in the same direction as her stop. The normally sterile light of the metro car softened under the touch of the golden light that he carried with them. The few passengers that traveled with them took on dreamy looks, caught up in their own pleasant, distant thoughts as the spell did its work on them. Zoe let herself drift with them, as Simon stood near her seat — just close enough for comfort, and far enough to give her space.

      “You're on my way,” Simon lied to her again, as they stepped out of the metro onto the snowy, dimly-lit street outside. “I can see you home. It’s just a detour of a street or two.”

      Or three, or four. Or maybe you live on the other side of town entirely, Zoe thought. But she didn’t call him on it. Just now, she realized, she wanted the company.

      Simon kept that golden fairy light burning the entire way home. As Zoe paused in front of the door to her condo, searching for her keys, she saw him rifle through his pockets with a frown. Whatever he was looking for, he seemed to come up short. After a moment of hesitation, he pulled a small, golden trinket from the inside pocket of his coat.

      The golden will o’ wisp leapt toward the object in his hand, burrowing into the metal. Zoe realized that he’d tied the spell to it, just as she’d done with the wards in Dorian’s building — to ensure that the magic would burn on even after he left.

      “Miss Zoe?”

      She turned and he caught her hand, tucking the newly-bound talisman into her palm. It was a little golden compass, Zoe realized — though there didn’t seem to be a North on it. Its point spun lazily every which way as she watched. There’s some other magic in this already, she thought. He can’t prepare a proper talisman on the spot, so he’s borrowing this one to fuel his spell.

      “Would you mind holding onto this for a bit?” Simon asked.

      Zoe searched his eyes. “This is something important,” she said. “Even I can tell that. Are you sure you want to give it to me?”

      Simon’s lips quirked upward. “It’s important,” he confirmed. “I’ll need it back from you eventually. But I’m not using it right this instant.”

      Zoe looked down at the compass. There was some kind of intricate underlying spell on it. Something directional. There was a sliver of something in the compass needle, but whatever it was, the compass couldn’t currently find it. “…what does it do?”

      Simon ran his fingers back through his hair. He was a bit nervous about handing it over, she saw. But that odd thread of possessiveness whispered through his aura again and dispelled his nerves. “It points toward the Briars,” he said. “It’s how I navigate Arcadia, most of the time. But it might also help you feel better, if you keep it nearby.”

      Ah. He’d probably placed a sliver of the Briars themselves into the compass needle, and used his particular brand of magic to point it back to its home. A thought occurred to Zoe, and she smiled.

      Of course. The fiery wisp. The spell of direction. Simon was a Sagittarius witch.

      “I’ll keep it very safe,” she promised. And though she’d sworn that she wouldn’t indulge that choking affection in her chest any further, she threw her arms around him again, breathing in his scent just one more time.

      The gesture surprised Simon. It took him a moment to respond. But he wrapped his arms around her again, and Zoe savored the moment.

      “Just ‘Zoe’ is fine, by the way,” she mumbled into his chest.

      She couldn’t see his face, but she knew she’d flustered him a bit. “Oh,” he said. There with a hint of embarrassed pleasure in the word.

      As Zoe forced herself to release him, she saw that his aura had lightened again substantially. Clarity hit her like a bolt of lightning, and she nearly smacked herself for her stupidity. Simon likes helping people. That’s how he feels better.

      The thought elicited a small sigh from her, as she readjusted her perceptions of the evening. Simon had needed someone to save, in a way. Zoe had just been the right person at the right time. If there was any infatuation involved, it was all on her end.

      That’s a good thing, Zoe reminded herself forcefully. She shot him one last wispy smile. “I’ll keep it with me,” she said. “You can just… come and get it, whenever you need it.”

      Simon smiled at her, and her traitorous knees went weak. “Maybe I’ll trade you some chocolate for it,” he said. He fished his scarf out of a coat pocket, tucking it around his neck. “Goodnight, Mi— Zoe.” He corrected himself just in time, sheepish.

      Zoe swallowed down an odd lump in her throat. “Goodnight, Simon,” she said.

      She felt his eyes on her back as he waited for her to get safely indoors. As she peeled off her coat and sank into her own couch, Zoe realized she was still holding the little golden compass next to her heart.

      Simon’s little comforting light still burned upon it, suffusing her in the ghost of his presence. Zoe closed her eyes, letting it sink into her. For just a moment, she let herself imagine that Simon had come in and settled next to her instead of leaving. She could watch the snow falling with his arm around her shoulders, and her cheek against his chest…

      Zoe groaned, and let her head fall back against the couch cushion. “Fuck,” she said.

      She hadn’t grown infatuated with Simon that night. God no. She’d already been infatuated with him. Years of professional barriers and steady reminders of what a bad idea that would be had done wonders to help her deny it, but there was no escaping the truth after tonight.

      The oblivious bastard hadn’t done a thing to discourage her. He was probably headed home even now with absolutely no idea that he’d given new fuel to a long, infuriating crush.

      Zoe pressed her fingers into the compass. It should have been cold after being outside for so long, but it still held a faint warmth. “That man is gonna make me do something stupid,” she muttered.

      Yes, she decided. As usual — this was all Simon’s fault.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      “Zoe?” A snap of fingers. “Allô! Zoe!”

      Zoe blinked, dragging herself back to the present. Dorian had leaned himself onto the edge of her desk, waving his palm in front of her face. She flushed in embarrassment. There was a pile of fresh jurisprudence in front of her, waiting for copies.

      “I’ll get on it,” she mumbled. She quickly tucked away the little golden compass in her hand. Dorian didn’t notice, though the glow of Simon’s magic was still bright enough to light up her entire desk. La Voûte had a strange magic of his own, but one thing he didn’t have was Witchsight.

      Dorian raised an eyebrow at her. “You’re more distracted than usual,” he observed.

      Zoe pushed to her feet, gathering up the files. “You’re more nosy than usual,” she shot back. Dorian had clearly flustered her though, and he knew it.

      His other eyebrow inched upward. “Keeping secrets?” he asked. His tone was more intrigued than upset.

      “Would you like to say that again, with less hypocrisy this time?” Zoe asked him sardonically.

      Dorian’s lips twitched. “Point,” he acknowledged. He pushed off the desk and stepped out of her way as she swept past him for the back.

      It had been three days since Simon had given her his compass. Zoe had spent every moment of it agonizing over the things it had forced her to confront about herself and her feelings. Logical Zoe knew that she needed to backpedal, to reassert some kind of distance between her and Simon — given time, she could squash the daydreams and the traitorous flutters in her stomach.

      But Infatuated Zoe just kept whining in the back of her mind: What if you didn’t?

      Those daydreams surged back as she leaned on the edge of the copier: the feel of Simon’s arms around her — the delirious pleasure of losing herself in everything that he was. He smiled so often already, but what if Zoe could be the one that elicited those smiles?

      Zoe blinked. She’d lost her focus again. But there wasn’t even anything to distract her Witchsight this time…

      But there was. She glanced down, and realized that she’d pulled back out the little compass. Its lovely golden glow suffused everything around her.

      The compass was affecting her. It was a constant, needling reminder of everything she adored about Simon. The ghost of his presence was like ongoing fuel for Infatuated Zoe. It was no wonder she couldn’t get him out of her head!

      “I need to him to come and get this stupid thing,” Zoe muttered worriedly. Her fingers curled around the compass instinctively, as though to prevent her from setting it aside. She set her jaw, and stuffed the compass back into the pocket of her work slacks.

      There were reasons — good reasons — that Zoe couldn’t pursue this weird infatuation. Malcolm was almost certainly dead, but his awful secrets weren’t. Zoe didn’t have Dorian’s ability to lock away dangerous ideas. All she could realistically do was hold onto them silently until she died.

      You would never get through a relationship with Simon without spilling. He might have more leverage than the average warlock, but he’s still got a faerie lord jerking him around. If she found out…

      A sobering shiver went down Zoe’s spine at the very thought. Malcolm had been human, and he’d still been willing to commit all of those atrocities in exchange for power. The Lady of Briars was a faerie lord, devoid of human rationality. Maybe she’d found herself a sliver of humanity and maybe she hadn’t. But either way, it would be just like a faerie to decide to pick back up Malcolm’s experiments on a whim.

      The thought dragged Zoe back to a cold clarity. She needed to stay away from Simon. She needed to quash this. To quash it, she needed to give this damned compass back to Simon.

      Though he’d originally come in to see about making an appointment, Simon had yet to get one on the books. They didn’t have any sort of phone number or address on file for him… but she could figure something out. She had to.

      He still teaches. The thought struck her abruptly. Zoe dug out her phone. A few simple searches later, and she had a profile for Professor Simon Leclair, on the website for the Université du Québec à Montréal. He wasn’t an active, full-time professor anymore, she saw — he’d dropped down to guest lectures. It was probably difficult keeping up a normal human schedule when you went for regular jaunts in Arcadia, she thought; time sometimes flowed at a different rate there. It was exceedingly rare to lose whole years in that other world, but it wasn’t unheard of to come back a week or two later than you’d intended.

      Simon did have a lecture that evening, as part of a local conference — it was probably the reason he’d felt so comfortable lending her his compass. Zoe winced as she saw the subject matter.

      Contes de fées françaises.

      French fairy tales. Of course. The entire lecture was probably in French too, given the description.

      Just as well you’re not trying to flirt with him, Zoe thought glumly. Just her luck she’d fallen for a French teacher. The moment she opened her mouth and tried to speak any sort of complex French with Simon, her horrible accent would probably put him off forever.

      She embraced the disappointment, forcing herself to acknowledge it. That was that. She didn’t need to worry about the implications of her crush, as it was never going to go anywhere.
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        * * *

      

      Zoe wasn’t thrilled about being out and about after the sun was down, but the steady golden glow of Simon’s compass made the darkness significantly less daunting than before. She had to admit that she would miss the comfort that it lent her — once she gave it back, she’d probably wimp out and call a cab home. Dorian had given her a raised eyebrow when she declined his ride home, but at least he hadn’t pried this time.

      UQAM, as the university was known locally, was one of those places you often passed and rarely entered, unless you were a student or a teacher. The Berri-UQAM metro station was the busiest in the city; three different metro lines crossed at its nexus. Zoe found herself squeezed into a metro car at rush hour with what must have been fully half the city. Surrounded by the press of so many tired, frustrated people, she was reminded once again just why she hated using the metro. Her Witchsight was hopelessly cluttered; the crowd was already giving her a keen, throbbing headache behind her eyes.

      When the doors finally opened on Berri, Zoe darted out of the car as soon as humanly possible, her stomach churning. Just give the compass back and go home, she thought furiously. She held the thought in mind — a clear goal that she could focus on.

      Zoe had meant to get to the lecture just before it started, but she’d barely underestimated her travel time; as she snuck into the back of the auditorium that had been purposed for the conference, she saw Simon already up at the front, speaking in even French tones. It was strange seeing him in such a different element; his manner was more relaxed, and he’d rolled up the sleeves of his button-down shirt. Simon’s white-blond hair was mussed again, as though he’d run his fingers through it multiple times that day.

      The room was full of distinguished academics and younger students still in their degree programs. Everyone looked a bit tired and ragged around the edges from a full day of lectures, but to Simon’s credit, there were a number of intrigued, animated expressions at his presentation. Many of those interested expressions belonged — quite predictably — to the female students and professors in the audience; Simon had a lovely, lilting way of speaking, and nothing about him was hard on the eyes. But there did seem to be a more general interest in the subject of his lecture.

      There were pictures on display of what looked like old, carefully-restored French manuscripts. Not just French, Zoe realized — medieval French. Oof. Any stray hopes she’d had of understanding the lecture evaporated immediately into thin air.

      Zoe tuned in to what he was saying, trying to make some sense of it. His crisp, clear accent helped significantly, but she still found herself struggling to keep up. This crowd was obviously francophone, and he had no need to slow down for them.

      He was currently discussing a woman named Madame d'Aulnoy — a historical figure, if Zoe’s disjointed translations were correct. The word salonnières came up more than once; she’d never heard it before, but context suggested that Madame d’Aulnoy was one. As Simon said something about amour interdit, Zoe found herself briefly able to follow: French soap operas had given her a particularly strong grasp of all things lurid and dramatic.

      Fairy tales were a subtle vehicle for sedition and for the airing of female grievances, she translated loosely in her head. An expression of frustration with the thankless drudgery of housework, and a longing for a world where women of the era could marry handsome princes instead of drunks, gamblers, and men more than twice their age.

      Zoe nearly laughed out loud. Soap operas, she thought to herself. A few hundred years ago wasn’t so different from today, after all. Of course, she and Simon both knew very well that many fairy tales had originated from real events… but it sounded as though their popularity and evolution was still a very human endeavor.

      “Mademoiselle?” Zoe started, caught off guard by the whispered address. An older professor had moved to address her. Short and slightly greying, he had the pinched look of a man who’d been a bureaucrat for many years.

      Zoe flushed. Shit. She broke her brain away from the intensive process of translating what she was hearing, fumbling for a simple phrase that wouldn’t make her sound like an idiot. “Oui, monsieur?” she whispered back.

      She hadn’t done a bad job on the words, but something about her accent had subtly given her away anyway. She watched as the older man’s aura chilled toward her, recognizing that she hadn’t been born to French in the same way that he had been. The younger generation here worried much less about such things, but some of the old guard still possessed deeply-held frustration and disdain for les anglophones.

      The older professor tapped at his conference badge impatiently, and Zoe realized that she didn’t have one. Oops. She’d been hoping to leave before any of the lectures, but since that hadn’t happened, her presence was probably an unwelcome intrusion. She nodded, embarrassed. “Um. J’attends quelqu’un. Je… je peux…” Her brain stuttered at the deepening scowl that he levelled in her direction. The contempt in his aura was palpable, close enough to touch. The simplest of French words failed her, and she abandoned the attempt, red-faced. She ducked away toward the door, stepping out into the hallway.

      The area just outside of the conference had been nearly deserted on her way in — but there was someone else there now. Zoe started at the familiar aura, blanching as she realized whose it was. What the hell?

      Vivienne Cloutier threaded her arm through Zoe’s as though the two of them were old friends. The sharp smile on her face was reminiscent of a cat that had just caught the canary out of its cage.

      “So good to see you, Mademoiselle Carter,” Vivienne purred. Her flat black eyes sparked with vicious delight, as something sinister and foreboding curled within her aura. “Let us talk.”

      Zoe tried not to show her fear — but the direct touch of that dark intent made her breathing speed up, and she knew that Vivienne could feel the pounding of her pulse. “Why don’t we talk here?” Zoe said, forcing a bit of lightness into her voice.

      “Ah, non, that does not work for me,” Vivienne said regretfully. She tightened her grip on Zoe’s arm — now hard enough to bruise — and tugged her along gently. The witch knew that Vivienne was capable of breaking bones, if she so chose.

      How had Vivienne known where she was? Zoe cursed herself as the answer came to her. The vampiress had probably had someone watching Dorian’s office. Tonight was the first time Zoe had headed off from the office alone — the only other time she’d been on her own, Simon had ended up escorting her through sheer dumb luck.

      In the dizzying crush of all those people during rush hour, of course she’d missed one overly-interested person on her trail. Once she’d reached her destination, all her tail would have to do is text Vivienne her location.

      Quietly, Zoe weighed her options. It would be easy enough to draw public attention, to force Vivienne to decide how many mortal eyes were too many — dramatic screaming was the classic method. But that could go south in a hurry, if Vivienne decided to cut her losses and ensure that Zoe didn’t survive to tell people who’d attempted to drag her away.

      She could use her magic, of course. Vivienne was right next to her — an easy target. But Zoe didn’t have the benefit of the office wards here; any magic she did would be necessarily weak, unless she found an appropriate anchor. Iron would work, but she didn’t have any on her. Blood would be better, Zoe thought. We’ve both got lots of that to spare. But how do I get my hands on it?

      “I find myself in an interesting predicament,” Vivienne informed Zoe conversationally as they walked. Zoe listened dimly, her head still spinning through her options. “Monseigneur is more intelligent than I first gave him credit for. He probably sent me to La Voûte knowing that I would have questions of my own that I wished to ask.” She bared her teeth in frustration, her expression a mixture of anger and admiration. “Monseigneur then paid the very expensive price to know the questions that I had asked. He has taken now to blackmailing me. I greatly dislike the position in which I find myself.”

      Zoe’s pulse quickened, and Vivienne shot her a sly smile. She’s just told me she’s got very little to lose, the witch realized. Shit. I really could be a dead woman if I don’t figure a way out of this.

      They’d made it to the main entrance of the university. Vivienne nudged a few oblivious mortals from their path, cooing out a sweet excusez-moi as they went.

      “One good blackmail deserves another, however,” Vivienne observed thoughtfully. The vampiress kept her voice quiet, but she clearly wasn’t worried about any bystanders picking up on her words. Most of the people here probably spoke English about as well as Zoe spoke French. “I thought on what La Voûte said regarding the value of things. He has inspired me. You see, I shouldn’t have been thinking about what was valuable to me. I should have been asking myself: what is valuable to La Voûte? For what would he trade something as expensive as the seigneur’s best-kept secrets?”

      Vivienne’s hungry eyes fell on Zoe, and the witch felt a surge of panic. She was going to try and trade Zoe back to Dorian? The idea made her nauseous. If it got around that Dorian was willing to pay for her safety, Zoe would never sleep well again. For that matter, she realized, she wasn’t even sure that Dorian could trade for her. The strange rules that governed his business were not entirely of his own making.

      What happens if he’s forced to tell her no?

      Zoe didn’t want to find out.

      She reached out her magic to the compass in her pocket. As a Scorpio, light and warmth were the furthest thing from the nature of her own dark magic — but then, all she really needed to do was send an existing spell back to its owner.

      Vivienne laughed softly at Zoe’s all-too-real fear, hauling her up to her feet once more. Zoe plucked away the feeling of warmth and safety that pervaded the compass, peeling it from the talisman. She touched it delicately with her own power, wincing as her cold, watery magic made it waver for a moment. Go back, she thought at it furiously. She did her best to picture Simon in her mind’s eye, just as she’d seen him moments earlier: his shirtsleeves rolled up, his vivid green eyes alight with interest.

      The little will o’ wisp rippled for a second… then steadied. Zoe let out a breath as it began to float gently away, searching for its master. Vivienne gave her a suspicious look — she’d felt the relief in Zoe’s body. The witch shook her head. “So that’s all this is,” she said, trying to cover. “That’s… fine. He’ll trade. I know he will.” The answer seemed to satisfy Vivienne, who turned her attention back to the door. Out on the street, Zoe saw a white car idling at the edge of the curb — that was probably where Vivienne was taking her.

      I can’t end up in that car, Zoe thought.

      On the off-chance that her spell worked — on the off-chance that Simon got her message and even halfway understood it — perhaps help would come. But Zoe couldn’t wait that long.

      Zoe had one ace left up her sleeve: Vivienne still didn’t know that she had any magic, let alone blood magic. The vampiress had every advantage in strength and speed though, and she was far too close to Zoe. She needed to bring Vivienne low with the very first spell, or else she was as good as dead.

      She needed blood.

      As the two of them stepped out onto the snowy sidewalk outside, Zoe dragged her feet, stepping backward. Vivienne growled softly, her eyes flashing red. “In case you were unaware,” the vampiress said, “I can end your life very easily.”

      Vivienne was a young vampire. She was still too emotional, with too little self-control. An unanchored spell might have been too weak to be anything more than a nuisance to an older, more experienced vampire… but Vivienne was a powder-keg waiting to blow.

      Zoe forced a calm, slow smile onto her face. “Of course,” she said. “But you can’t do that if you want your information. Do you really think that La Voûte is stupid enough to trade without due diligence? He’ll make sure you really have me, and that I’m still alive.” Very subtly, she reached out to tweak Vivienne’s aura, urging on that ever-present thread of red hunger. Somehow, she managed a laugh. “You really don’t think things through very well, do you Madame Cloutier? No wonder monseigneur is running circles around you—”

      She felt the surge of anger a split-second before Vivienne moved. The vampiress jerked her aside from the doors, wrenching her arm painfully. “You do not think things through either, girl,” Vivienne hissed. “I need you alive — but I do not need you unharmed.” Zoe saw a flash of fangs, and felt a sharp pinch at her wrist… immediately followed by an overwhelming pleasure. Her mind blanked, even as some part of her recognized her miscalculation. She’d never had a vampire drink from her before.

      Her body reacted to the threat in precisely the wrong way. Blood rushed to the injury — perhaps trying to knit the wound, perhaps encouraged by some property of the vampire’s bite. Zoe lost her knees, moaning dimly; Vivienne caught her easily, digging her teeth more viciously into her wrist. A shot of raw pain cut through the pleasure, just long enough for Zoe to realize that she was in trouble.

      Her head had gone light. She was finding it hard to breathe now, hard to think. Zoe forced herself to reach out with her magic anyway. Vivienne had miscalculated as well — she just didn’t know it yet. The crazy vampire had just ingested a Scorpio’s blood.

      That’s my blood, she thought furiously, steeling herself against the pleasure. Mine, not hers, god damn it!

      Zoe gathered up every speck of power in her body… and wrenched at the blood inside of Vivienne. The vampire staggered, shocked; her red eyes went wide. Zoe gave her power another brutal twist, digging at the black veins that showed to her Witchsight.

      Vivienne dropped her like a hot coal; her head hit the pavement, and she groaned. Nearby, she heard the vampiress choking and gagging. Blood splashed over the ground, as Vivienne began to throw up…

      …everything.

      The spell had taken a lot out of Zoe; her already-dim consciousness zoned in and out on the vampire’s desperate sobs. The injury at her wrist began to hurt again keenly, now that the pleasure was gone. Still, she felt the twisting in Vivienne’s insides — the burning cramps, the crippling pain, as blood turned to pure poison in her stomach. Vivienne wretched on each mouthful, gasping and crying as her body desperately tried to purge itself of the blood that was currently trying to kill her.

      “Choke on that… bitch,” Zoe managed.

      Someone had gotten out of the car. Hurried footsteps headed for Vivienne. A faint alarm rang through Zoe’s head. Shit. Shit. She wasn’t alone.

      “Get… her…” Vivienne choked out. She turned to throw up again, whimpering and clutching at her stomach.

      Those footsteps came toward Zoe now — a bit hesitant, as though she might do something dangerous, even sprawled on the ground as she was. It was a vampire, she could tell; whoever it was, they had that same dark hunger to them. She reached out weakly, trying to tug at the blood inside them… but the effort nearly made her black out. The other vampire let out a faint sound of discomfort — then knelt down beside her, reaching out to haul her up.

      Fire.

      The power was so quick, so intense, that all Zoe could do was register its heat. The vampire next to her screamed and dropped her, staggering back. Zoe caught herself on her knees, leaning heavily on her good hand.

      She’d closed her eyes instinctively against the bright light, but it didn’t matter. Her Witchsight, always open, caught the brilliant golden-red hue of Simon’s magic. This fire was not soft and reassuring; instead, it was a raging, furious inferno, focused like a perfect arrow.

      The mortals nearby were probably terribly distressed and confused. That cleansing fire would be invisible to them; all they would see was a woman choking up blood and a man screaming and clawing at his own, unblemished skin.

      Simon hissed something in French, but Zoe was too far gone to translate it. Dead, dormant plants came alive along the edge of the building; trees reached out to clutch at the vampire next to her, dragging him away from her. The magic of Arcadia was even more potent than that of a normal witch; its effects were physical, and perfectly visible.

      She felt him interpose himself, standing in front of her. Scorching fire warred with furious growth as each bit of power in his aura battled for prominence. Zoe had to look away from him as she staggered to her feet. The vampires were backing away, but she had no intention of letting them get away. She smeared her fingers through the blood on her arm, gathering up her magic; dark, angry fury stormed through her.

      Before she could release the spell, Simon snatched up his glimmering, golden compass from the concrete — it had fallen from her pocket, she realized. Zoe felt the entire world move as he touched it. Something very powerful was coming. Something green, and alien, and not from this world.

      Her magic slipped from her grip. Her mind gave out.
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        * * *

      

      A hand slapped at her cheek. Zoe moaned, confused. Had she lost consciousness?

      “Réveille-toi, Zoe! Wake up, wake up!” There was a terrible fear in Simon’s voice that she had never heard before. “You have to stay awake, please!”

      I can’t move. Zoe felt panic flood through her at the realization. The shocking pain in her wrist was distant now, barely noticeable — that wasn’t a good thing. She tried to cling to Simon’s presence, to draw comfort from his aura. Her physical senses were confused, but her Witchsight knew that he was close, that he was holding onto her.

      A vague terror struck her — was this what dying felt like? Was she ever going to wake up again, if she fell asleep?

      Don’t let go, please, she wanted to say, but the words wouldn’t come out. Don’t stop talking, I need you. Please stay with me.

      But there was a dark anchor in her mind dragging her down, pulling her away from him. Even if Simon stayed right next to her, she knew she was going somewhere that he couldn’t follow.

      She fell away, back into the darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      “Zoe.”

      The man’s voice was old, distinguished. Affectionate. Disappointed.

      Malcolm. Oh god, he’s here. How?

      Zoe’s heart seized in her chest. Terror thrummed through her body, seeping its way through every inch of her.

      “My dear Zoe,” Malcolm whispered. “It’s been so long… but there you are. All my hard work, still intact.”

      She tried to move — tried to run. Her body wouldn’t obey her, though. Her own blood burned through her like fire. He had her again. He knew her blood better than she did. He had her again.

      She tried to scream. Nothing came out. Something was holding her down.

      “Zoe,” Simon’s voice whispered distantly. “Réveille-toi, please.” He sounded so desperate. She clung to the sound of him, searching for his presence. Where was he? She needed him, needed to hide in his aura, to have his light in the darkness.

      “There’s no need to fear,” Malcolm told her gently. “I am coming. I shall be there soon.” She felt his touch on her forehead — his magic digging into her skin. She had to get away, she couldn’t let him get a foothold again, she wouldn’t!

      Zoe screamed silently, clawing at the nightmare like the inside of a coffin. Let me out, let me out, let me wake up, please—
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        * * *

      

      “Ceci n'aurait pas dû arriver.”

      “En effet.”

      “En avez-vous parlé à monseigneur?”

      “Naturellement.”

      Zoe snapped back to consciousness. Her wrist still throbbed dully; someone had wrapped it tightly. Bright, sterile light lay on the other side of her eyelids. Her body was heavy, hard to move — it felt like her arms were made of lead.

      He’s not here. Malcolm isn’t here. It was a nightmare.

      Malcolm was dead. He would never touch her with his magic ever again. Zoe forced herself to calm down at that thought, to focus on the present instead.

      Simon and Dorian were talking nearby. Simon was angry. Dorian was… Dorian. There was no sign of emotion in his aura, though Zoe knew that he had to be upset.

      Simon’s aura was a dizzying riot of emotion. She’d never seen anything like it. He was angry, furious — barely holding onto his temper. All his usual kindness had fled, replaced with a terrible mixture of black sorrow and shivering fear.

      Something had torn open all his misery again. Zoe flinched. It was her fault, whatever it was.

      She focused blearily on the conversation next to her. The two men were speaking in hushed tones, trying not to disturb her. Both francophone, they’d defaulted to French in private. Her mind was still swimming. It was a struggle to keep up as they continued talking, but she managed to pluck out a few concepts.

      There was something about the seigneur. He was… apologetic? Vivienne was in trouble. That meant the vampiress was still alive.

      “Zoe vient avec moi.” That was Simon. Zoe’s brow knitted. I’m… going with him? What?

      “I can handle this, thank you.” Dorian had switched into English. He sometimes did that when he became worried that a French conversation was going too fast. It forced everyone to slow down, thinking about their words.

      “No,” Simon said. “No more handling. You have business, monsieur, and do not try to tell me that it might not take you away from her. I have wards, and I have time. Until she is better, and Vivienne is found, I will watch her.”

      “Business will take me away?” There was a slight edge to Dorian’s voice for the first time. “And what will you do if your lady calls, warlock?”

      “I will decline,” Simon said coldly. “I am capable of that, if you will recall.”

      A long pause followed. There was no hint of emotion in Dorian’s blank aura, but she knew somehow that he was struggling. The idea that his bonds might keep him from helping her himself had to be painful.

      Finally, Dorian spoke again.

      “Elle n’est pas Rose, Simon.”

      Another silence.

      “I know,” Simon said quietly. “I know that. But when… when I saw…” His voice broke. Zoe imagined him raising his hand to his chest, to the end of that silver chain. “It was as though she died all over again. I was too late again.”

      The black misery in his aura lengthened like a shadow. Zoe felt her heart plummet into her stomach again. With a supreme effort of will, she forced her eyes open, letting out a soft groan.

      Zoe was in a hospital bed, tethered to an IV. She had the distinct feeling that time had passed while she was unconscious, but she didn’t know how much. A short distance away, Simon and Dorian stood talking. Both of them were straight-backed, tense, exhausted. Zoe felt a pang of guilt. They’d been waiting with her in the hospital.

      Two pairs of eyes flickered toward her. Simon forced the tension from his shoulders, and headed over toward her. He took her good hand in his, careful of the IV. “Hey,” he said. “You’re awake.”

      Zoe glanced past him, at Dorian. The darker man stood apart, his manner cool and collected. She was certain she wasn’t imagining it — there was a look of guilt behind his eyes. Great, she thought. That bitch might not have gotten what she wanted, but she still did a number on Dorian. He’s never going to forget this.

      “I’m awake,” she said hoarsely. “How long’s it been?”

      “A few hours,” Simon said. “You went into shock. It was difficult for a time. You’ve had a transfusion, though. You should recover.” He sounded as though he was going down a list of bullet points he’d been given. “One of the tendons in your wrist is damaged. It may need therapy. She was not gentle.”

      Zoe cringed. “I mean… that’s still better than it could be,” she observed, forcing some tired cheer into her voice. “Out of… out of curiosity. What did you tell them happened?”

      Simon smiled ruefully. “You were attacked by a vicious animal,” he said. “I fear they are out searching for it now.” His green eyes focused on her intently. “It’s lucky you were so close.”

      There was a subtle question in his voice as he said it. Right, Zoe remembered belatedly. I sent that spell back to him. He’s got to be wondering how that happened.

      “Not luck,” Zoe mumbled. She sighed. If anyone had earned the truth at this point, it was Simon. She glanced toward Dorian, then back to Simon. “Can we… talk about it later?”

      Dorian looked away. Intellectually, he knew that Zoe couldn’t spill her secrets in front of him. But her implicit promise to tell Simon what she wouldn’t tell him had to hurt.

      “Later,” Simon agreed softly. The black agony in his aura subsided just a bit. Now that Zoe was awake, she probably reminded him less of whatever painful memory had come back to his mind.

      “What happened to Vivienne?” Zoe reached up to press her hand to her pounding forehead, but found it still tangled with Simon’s. He blinked, and released her quickly.

      “Vivienne is gone,” Dorian said coolly. “Comment dit-on… she is in the wind. Monseigneur has put a price on her head, however. It it only a matter of time.”

      Simon frowned. “I wanted to go after her,” he said apologetically. “But you were… it seemed more urgent to see to you first.”

      Zoe shook her head at him. “Like I’m going to blame you. You shouldn’t have been saving my bacon anyway. I’m not your responsibility.” Was it her imagination, or did Dorian flinch very slightly at that? Shit. Bad phrasing.

      A thought occurred to Zoe. “She had… didn’t she have someone else with her?”

      Simon’s face darkened. “He won’t be a problem,” he said.

      Zoe slowly raised her eyebrows at him.

      “I opened up the Hidden Path,” Simon said. “The Briars took him. If he is lucky, he is dead already.” Zoe looked for any hint of regret in his aura, but she found none. The realization chilled her.

      “I thought you could only open a path to Arcadia in certain places,” she said. “Were we right near an entrance?”

      “No,” Simon admitted. “We were not.” He pulled the golden compass from his pocket. “The Lady of Briars loaned me the power to journey directly to her realm, as the faeries do. I use it only for emergencies — the magic is not gentle on a mortal body. But this seemed to be an appropriate moment.”

      Zoe stared at the compass. He handed that to me, she thought dimly. I was carrying that kind of power around.

      “Vivienne spoke with you?” Dorian interrupted her train of thought, and she started. The question instilled an instant sense of unease in her.

      “Ye-es,” Zoe said, very slowly. “Yeah, she did.” The very last thing she wanted to do was tell Dorian what Vivienne was after… but not telling him wasn’t an option. She winced. “Monseigneur is blackmailing her. She was going to try and trade me to you for dirt on him in return. I was trying to stall for time, but I might have… back-talked her a bit much.”

      Dorian closed his eyes. Zoe had confirmed his worst fears. This was his fault.

      When he opened his eyes again, there was a flat chill in them. “You’re off work for the foreseeable future,” he said. “Obviously.”

      Zoe hesitated. “…this isn’t your fault,” she said. Perhaps she shouldn’t have said it in front of Simon, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t let Dorian leave without saying it.

      “Monsieur Leclair has offered to keep an eye on you until Vivienne is found,” Dorian continued, as though he hadn’t heard her. “You will be going with him. You are not to leave his wards until he informs you that it is safe.”

      Zoe’s temper flared. “Hey,” she said. “I’m talking to you. This isn’t your fault. I’m a goddamn adult, and I work for you. I get paid well for it. You think I don’t know the risks?” The anger sent a rush of blood to her face, and she wavered. Simon caught her quickly, leaning her back against the cheap hospital pillow.

      “I’ll be in touch,” Dorian said to Simon. He turned, and headed for the door.

      Tears pricked at Zoe’s eyes. Damn it. Dorian had done everything for her. He’d taken her in — he’d given her a home, and a name, and some measure of safety. She was allowed to risk something for him in return.

      Simon’s thumb brushed at the edge of her eye, wiping at her tears. She glanced at him as the door closed behind Dorian. That dark cloud of his was back, but he was still looking at her as though she was all that mattered. Frustration built inside her. She wanted to wipe it away. She wanted to reach out and wipe it all away.

      “Simon—”

      He shook his head. “Later,” he told her tiredly. “Let’s get you out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      “I didn’t mean to drag you into this.”

      Simon kept his eyes very carefully fixed to the wall across from him as Zoe spoke. He’d settled himself into a chair in the bathroom of his loft while she washed the hospital smell off of herself. It was a bit embarrassing having him nearby, but it was probably better than Zoe hitting her head on something because she’d had a fainting spell.

      “I suspect that you meant to drag me into it in at least some respects,” he corrected her gently, though he didn’t sound angry. “I didn’t find you by accident.”

      Zoe winced. She risked a glance at him from behind the shower curtain. He was a physical mess now, in addition to a spiritual mess. Everything about him was tired and out of sorts. “Yeah, I… I guess that’s fair. I just wanted to return your compass. I was getting really nervous holding onto it. Then… stuff happened, and I knew you were nearby, so…”

      “You don’t need to apologize,” Simon told her. “I could have chosen not to get involved. That wasn’t the choice that I made.” He brooded on that. Then, he added: “If it makes you feel any better, I would have done the same if Vivienne had simply stolen my compass. You were also attached to it, of course. I am more upset about the latter part.”

      Something inside of Zoe snapped. She wasn’t sure why. Maybe the stress of the situation had finally gotten to her. Maybe it was the way that Dorian had handed her off like a potato sack to the first person that offered. Maybe it was her utter helplessness to do anything to make the situation better.

      “You are unbelievable!” she hissed at Simon.

      He blinked, and nearly glanced back toward her in sheer surprise — but she saw him remember their situation at the last moment, and he quickly turned back toward the wall. “Er. Sorry?” he said. “What did I do?”

      “You—” Zoe breathed in sharply. She wobbled a bit, but caught her balance. “I don’t deserve that! I don’t deserve you being nice to me! I put you in the middle of my problems, when I know damned well that you’ve got all kinds of problems of your own, and you just… you keep helping, and acting like it’s no big deal!” She wiped a bit of soap from her face. “You could have gotten hurt! Why aren’t you at least a little angry at me?”

      A visible ripple of confusion went through him. “I… you want me to be angry with you?” Simon asked, as though he wasn’t sure he’d translated her English correctly.

      “What?” Zoe knitted her brow. “Ugh. It sounds stupid when you put it that way.” She wobbled again — this time, her foot slipped, and she had to catch herself on the wall of the shower. A flash of white-hot pain shot through her wrist. Worse — the slippery surface offered no friction, and she squeaked in panic as she started sliding downward.

      Simon shot to his feet. He got his arms around her just in time. He let her down carefully, settling her into a seated position.

      Zoe trembled, catching her breath. Simon held onto her for an extra moment — he checked her wrist, where a bit of blood had started to seep through. His green eyes flashed. “Now I’m angry,” he told her. “I told you not to stand, but you insisted. You are going to hurt yourself for no good reason.”

      As the situation sank in, Zoe noticed a thread of awkwardness cut through Simon’s aura. It was the first time she’d seen real embarrassment on him; most situations that would embarrass others merely inspired him to ponder on the best way to diffuse the tension.

      Granted, she was currently sitting naked in his shower, with his arm still wrapped around her bare torso. The greater part of Simon’s attention still seemed to be on her health, but it was interesting to see the man finally thrown off-balance, flustered and searching for his footing like a normal human being. Some tiny, devilish part of Zoe wanted to press the rare advantage, to knock him entirely off-balance for the first time since she’d met him — but the greater part of her recoiled at the impulse. Simon was also angry, and frustrated, and covered in doubts — but it wasn’t directed at her, whatever he’d said.

      God, I’m an awful person, Zoe thought. She curled her knees up to her chest, and pressed her forehead to them. Simon released her, and turned to grab a towel. “Bed,” he told her. “You can be angry at me there just as easily.”

      What the hell is wrong with me? Zoe wondered, as he helped her gently to her feet. Simon didn’t deserve her venting at him. If anyone deserved better from her, it was him.

      I’ve been feeling crazy ever since I dragged him to chocolate, she realized.

      For years, Zoe had been careful not to let herself get too close to anyone other than Dorian. At the back of her mind, she’d always known that there was too much on the line — that too much could go wrong. And now, in the space of only a few days, everything had gone wrong. She’d let herself be drawn to Simon, and now he was stuck in the middle of Dorian’s troubles too. He’d trusted her with something valuable, and she’d nearly gotten it stolen. He’d stepped in to save her skin, and probably made new enemies in the process. Now he was watching over her, sacrificing his time and energy to keep her safe… and some part of her wanted nothing better than to push him far, far away. She wanted him to be angry with her. If he was angry, then maybe he’d step away from her, drag himself back out of this craziness before it got him hurt.

      I’m not good for him, she realized. And I’m sure as hell not good enough for him.

      At least with Dorian, she felt she’d earned her keep somewhat. But what had she ever given Simon? A bit of chocolate and some conversation? She hadn’t even been courageous enough to try and heal him when he most needed it. She’d been too worried about her stupid secrets.

      Simon helped her into bed, and went to rummage for some clothing. Zoe curled up under the covers, closing her eyes. Everything smelled of lavender… and Simon. The bed was large and comfortable, buried under a heavy feather comforter. Naturally, she thought. He’s got to be miserably cold in the winter, carrying around the power of the Briars.

      Eventually, Simon returned with a long-sleeved shirt, just a bit too big for her. “I’ll ask Monsieur Moreau to bring by some of your things,” he said. “He knows how to find your address?”

      God, I’d hope so. He lives right above me. “Yeah,” Zoe mumbled, reaching out to snatch the shirt from him and dragging it under the covers with her. “Thanks.” She ducked beneath the blanket to pull the shirt over her head. There wasn’t much of a point — Simon had just seen far more than was proper — but for some reason she still felt embarrassed.

      As Zoe poked her head above the blankets again, she saw him looking at her with puzzlement. She sighed. “You make me hate myself,” she said.

      Simon blinked behind his glasses. “What?” he said.

      “I’ve figured it out. I’m pissed at you because you’re a better person than I am. So… so I like being around you. But I don’t like having to measure myself next to you.” She reached up to run her fingers through her tangled, dripping hair. “It’s not your fault. And I’m sorry.”

      Simon considered this for a long moment. He looked as though he’d bitten into a strange-tasting food. “I’m, ah… not quite sure what to do with that,” he admitted with a laugh.

      “You don’t have to do anything with it,” Zoe told him. “I have to do something about it. I have to stop being a chicken-shit and just… be better.” She met his eyes, forcing a bit of iron into her spine. “I’m a Scorpio,” she said. “I was the one that sent your spell back to you. I convinced Vivienne to drink from me so I could hurt her, but I miscalculated and it nearly got me killed.”

      I can’t avoid it anyway. Zoe thought. I’ll just have to be doubly careful about the rest.

      Simon didn’t look nearly as surprised as she’d expected. He nodded slowly. “I wouldn’t have guessed before today,” he said. “You’ve been very careful.” He paused. “You are one of Monsieur Moreau’s hidden protections.”

      Zoe shrugged. “That’s part of it,” she said. “He certainly doesn’t pay me that much money just to file stuff and make copies. But we don’t talk about it out loud. If I tell him I’m a witch, that’s a secret that he owns. He’d have to offer it to anyone who paid him enough.”

      “That sounds like a very complicated relationship,” Simon observed. He sighed. “I was perhaps too harsh on him. I haven’t been the good person that you think I am today. I’ve said and done and… felt some things of which I’m not proud.”

      Zoe grimaced. “You’ve been screwed up ever since you came back from Arcadia last time,” she told him. “I should have just helped you then. But I can help you now, if you let me.”

      Simon smiled wanly. “You’re in no condition to help anyone right now,” he said. “But I will keep the offer in mind, I promise.” He reached out to tuck the blankets around her.

      His warmth was so close again. Zoe felt the urge again to bury herself in his arms — to take all those things from him that he always seemed to generously offer. But there was a question hovering on her tongue that she knew she needed to ask.

      “Who is Rose, Simon?”

      The warlock froze.

      “She’s not Rose. That’s what Dorian said. What does that mean?” Zoe searched his eyes. “Do I remind you of someone? Is that… is that why you’re…”

      “No.” Simon paused, and closed his eyes. He sucked in a breath, and shook his head. “I — yes. And no. You’re really… very different. The situation reminded me.” A shiver of darkness went through his aura. “Rose was my wife. She… passed away.” He opened his eyes again. “No. She was killed. I'm fairly sure of that.”

      Zoe pressed her lips together. A number of strangenesses clicked into place. A faint jealousy tapped at her heart, but she quashed it ruthlessly. Be better, she reminded herself. “You’re fairly sure?” she repeated. “Why are you not sure?”

      Simon grimaced. “There was no physical mark,” he said. “I felt something, though. A kind of… smudge, only when I looked with my Witchsight. Nothing I’d ever seen before. I haven’t seen it again since.” The discussion sounded old and well-worn — as though he’d gone through it with himself a hundred times.

      Zoe knew that memories were racing through his mind again, vivid and terrible. “She was simply… gone, with no warning,” Simon murmured. “I wasn’t there. No one was. The doctors said that her heart had stopped beating. That’s what they say when they don’t know what happened. Of course her heart stopped beating. That happens when you…” He struggled, cutting himself off. His hand gripped at his chest, where Zoe knew there had to be an old wedding ring, hanging at the end of a silver chain.

      Zoe swallowed. Before she could stop herself, she’d reached out to run a whisper of magic through that blackness. Grief — helpless, awful grief — hit her like a freight train. She forced herself to stomach it, to siphon it away. She was a Scorpio: darkness was tied up in her magic, an inextricable part of her power. A Sagittarius didn’t know how to live with it, inside it… but Zoe knew how to hold it without breaking.

      Simon sucked in his breath. He closed his hand on hers. “Zoe,” he said. “You’re hurt—”

      “I can handle it,” she whispered. “I’ve seen worse, Simon. Much worse.”

      There was a hole in him where his wife had been torn away. It was filled with regret, uncertainty, confusion. What happened? Why don’t I even know that much? Could I have stopped it? Bit by painful bit, Simon had forced himself to heal, confronting all the worst parts of that loss head-on. But something in Arcadia had ripped it all open again, as fresh as the day he’d first felt it. And Zoe, bleeding out in the street, had looked too much like another unexpected failure.

      What happened to my wife? That was the question that Simon had asked Dorian, she was sure of it. It was a question that Dorian still couldn’t answer.

      Zoe had seen worse. That much was true. But she had never healed worse. Where could she even begin? Simon needed closure — but there was no closure. Worse, his idea of what the world was like had shattered all at once. He’d been forced to learn that terrible things could happen to him and the people he cared about for no good reason. Zoe had been forced to learn that lesson too, once… but she had been prepared to endure it. At heart, Simon was a gentle, optimistic soul — the realization had crushed him.

      In the absence of closure, she supposed that he might make do with reassurance. Bad things happen. But not always. Not every time. “You made it in time,” she told him quietly. She grasped the knowledge firmly, pressing it into his heart. “This time… you’re the reason that something bad didn’t happen, Simon. You changed things. You can change things.”

      His hands trembled on hers. His breath came short. For the first time, Zoe saw the anguish clear on his face, no longer hidden behind a smile.

      She reached out and tugged him closer, wrapping her arms around him. Gently, she tugged his glasses from his face, and set them aside.

      Simon cried quietly, his tears staining the shirt he’d loaned her. Zoe stroked her fingers through his hair, pressing her cheek to the crown of his head. Some devilish, detached part of her noted that his hair was just as soft as she’d always wondered. She hadn’t intended to find out quite like this. She smiled wryly.

      That’s the difference between us, she thought. You looked into the darkness and broke your soul. I just got myself a handful of phobias and a shitty sense of humor.

      For once, Zoe thought, she was all right with that dark part of herself. Without it, she wouldn’t have survived. She certainly wouldn’t have been strong enough to take on Simon’s grief and painstakingly knit him back together.

      I could be very bad for you, Zoe thought at him. That’s what I’m most worried about.

      But she wouldn’t be. Just for Simon, at least — just around him — she could be better. He deserved that.
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        * * *

      

      Fixing up someone’s soul wasn’t exactly light work. Zoe woke up in the darkness with another splitting headache, groaning lightly. You just keep borrowing trouble, she thought.

      Next to her, Simon shifted, tugging her closer. She blinked blearily. If fixing Simon’s soul had been hard on her, it was probably even worse for him. He’d fallen asleep on top of the covers, utterly drained. She dimly remembered tugging the blankets up over both of them, muttering about how the moron was going to catch himself a cold.

      Simon had his arms around her now — his breath tickled at the back of her neck. Zoe groaned again, for different reasons this time. Past Zoe really needed to stop borrowing trouble against Future Zoe. No wonder she hadn’t had a single nightmare; she’d been tucked into Simon’s blissfully comforting aura all night, breathing in his scent. Hell, she was still wearing his shirt.

      Great progress putting some distance between you, Zoe noted. Bang-up job.

      There wasn’t much she could do about it right this second though, was there?

      She turned in Simon’s arms, ducking her head beneath his chin. He accommodated her instinctively, reaching up to cradle the back of her head with his hand. Zoe closed her eyes and breathed him in, allowing herself the guilty pleasure.
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      “Simon.”

      The voice that spoke was soft, feminine… odd. Like the rustling of wind through many leaves.

      “Simon.”

      Slowly, Zoe swam back to consciousness. She knew without needing to open her eyes that she was still tucked into Simon’s arms. His chest rose and fell softly against her cheek; that clean, masculine scent surrounded her, along with the ever-present comfort of his aura. It was, she decided, the best way by far that she had ever woken up, even with the lingering twinge of pain in her wrist.

      Unfortunately, there was someone else in the room along with them. Maybe… something.

      Zoe had grown used to Simon’s aura blocking out the rest of the world when she was this close to him — but the crush of something eldritch and overwhelming had managed to pierce even that. Zoe’s Witchsight screamed at her, not about soft rain and distant lilies, but of a frantic, maddening bouquet of clashing fragrances, and the ominous creaking of branches in a windstorm.

      Slowly, Zoe opened her eyes, her heart in her throat.

      The woman that currently leaned over Simon was tiny in physicality. Her hair, woven from willow reeds, was tangled with a hundred flowers of varying origin. Her skin, a soft lavender color, ensured that she couldn’t possibly be mistaken for human. Her eyes — a shade of impossible green that shouldn’t have been able to exist — were strange and alien as she looked down at the warlock. Atop her head was a tall crown of tightly-woven briars.

      Zoe had thought that Simon was overwhelming to her Witchsight… but she’d had no idea. This woman, this creature, was like a wild hurricane of power and imagery. In the face of that power, all she could do was stare, huddled and hoping for the storm to pass her over.

      She dug her fingers into Simon’s shirt. She tried — once, twice — to open her mouth and speak, but nothing came out. Finally, Zoe managed a faint croak: “Simon. There’s…”

      “A faerie lord in my apartment,” Simon mumbled, his eyes still closed. He sighed lightly. “Of course there is.” That’s my luck lately, his tone implied.

      The Lady of Briars tilted her head at that. “Simon,” she said. “I was worried. You used my token, but I did not find you. Instead, there was a dead leech tangled in my thorns.” She reached out one strange, long-fingered hand to rest it upon his head. “Are you injured? Are you… in distress?”

      Zoe swallowed. She began counting to ten, breathing in with each number. She’d never actually expected that she might find herself in a position to talk to a faerie lord directly. Once or twice, she’d fancied what she might say in such a situation, but it was the sort of thing you wondered about in the shower — the equivalent of giving the Prime Minister a piece of your mind while you shampooed your hair.

      It had certainly never occurred to her that she might someday have to face down a faerie lord without any pants on.

      Simon opened his eyes and focused on her. Compared to the Lady’s outlandish appearance, he suddenly looked strangely mundane. “Zoe,” he murmured. “Did you open your Witchsight?”

      Right. We didn’t discuss that part. Zoe nodded mutely, wide-eyed.

      Simon pushed himself up with a wince. He gently took the Lady’s hand in his. “I’m fine,” he said reassuringly. “I admit, I should have thought to let you know. Others were injured at the time, and I got distracted.” He glanced toward Zoe. “Could you possibly… er… turn it down a bit, Mother?”

      Mother?

      Zoe’s mind blanked. The word stirred a special, immortal terror in her. Several strange, leftover questions suddenly wrapped themselves up in a neat little bow.

      Oh god. She’d just been cuddled up with a faerie lord’s son.

      The Lady of Briars considered Zoe directly, and the witch did her best not to whimper. There was a distinct dislike in that alien gaze. Visions of poisoned spindles and Montreal overgrown with thorny briars danced through her head.

      Still, the Lady’s overwhelming power calmed very slightly. The furious storm within her became unnaturally still. Like the eye of a hurricane, it was a tenuous balance, apt to disappear again at any moment. But it was enough for Zoe to suck in a breath and find her voice.

      Be polite be polite be polite, don’t use the wrong spoon.

      “Hi,” she managed. “It’s… nice to… meet you.”

      The Lady’s eyes narrowed slightly. Zoe cringed. Any moment now, she was certain, she was going to be turned into a tree.

      “I am the Lady of Briars,” she informed Zoe, with her leaf-rustling whisper. “Who. Are. You.”

      Simon pressed his palm to his face. Zoe had little doubt that a headache was growing behind his eyes. “Mother,” he mumbled.

      “I’m Zoe. Zoe Ca — uh.” She stuttered over the last part, stopping herself just in time. Giving your full, true name to a faerie lord was the sort of mistake you only ever made once. Granted, Carter wasn’t really her last name… but no one else in the room currently knew that.

      The Lady smiled, but there was something missing in the expression — some human feeling that she was only so capable at imitating. “Are you courting Simon, Zoe Ca-uh?” She enunciated the stutter contemptuously.

      Zoe’s mouth opened, but she found herself oddly unable to answer. The obvious answer — the smart answer — was no. She’d spent hours trying to convince herself of that. But something inside her refused to confirm it. Maybe I want to, some rebellious part of her wanted to retort. Thankfully, that small, suicidal part of her wasn’t quite strong enough to take control in the moment.

      “Zoe is injured,” Simon replied for her. He pushed himself up from the bed, picking up his glasses from the side-table. He’d placed himself between Zoe and the Lady — a subtle gesture for which Zoe was currently infinitely grateful. “I am watching over her for La Voûte.”

      The name instantly garnered the Lady’s attention. She snapped her eyes back to Simon. “He has found the answer?” she asked. There was, for just a moment, a very awful, human desperation in her voice.

      Simon winced. “No,” he said gently. “He is still looking. But he will do so more effectively if he isn’t distracted by his employee’s situation.” It wasn’t a lie, exactly… but Zoe noted a small streak of guilt in Simon’s aura as he spoke. He wasn’t confident that the Lady would understand any other explanation.

      The strangest thing happened to her aura in turn. Zoe watched in real-time as the Lady’s riot of color… wilted. A small splinter of that familiar black grief stabbed at her like a needle.

      Zoe stared. Holy shit. It’s true. She’s been infected with humanity.

      Simon’s words came back to her then.

      “The Lady would pay any price, I think, for the question that I asked.”

      Was that grief for Rose? Why would the Lady be so upset about Simon’s late wife?

      “You work for the secret-keeper?” the Lady asked Zoe. Her voice was far more subdued now. “Perhaps you can tell me why this secret eludes him.”

      Zoe pressed her lips together. “He wants to find the answer,” she said. “He’s never stopped looking. It upsets him, that he doesn’t know.”

      Simon glanced her way, surprised. It wasn’t the sort of thing she should have shared, perhaps. But she didn’t like the suggestion that Dorian hadn’t put enough effort into the search, or that he didn’t care.

      “Then perhaps he is simply useless,” the Lady said coldly.

      Zoe’s mouth dropped open. An angry retort started on her lips — but she caught the worry in Simon’s aura from the corner of her awareness.

      You’re talking to the magical equivalent of a little kid with a nuke, Zoe reminded herself. The Lady might have intentionally calmed her aura, but it wouldn’t take much to set her off again.

      With great reluctance, Zoe changed her reply. “You’re entitled to your opinion, of course,” she said tightly.

      Simon let his breath out, relieved. Very carefully, he put his arm around the Lady’s shoulders, turning her toward the kitchen. “Would you like some tea?” he asked quickly. Thank you, he mouthed to Zoe, just over the Lady’s shoulder.

      The Lady frowned. “I do not wish to stay,” she said petulantly. The abrupt change in subject didn’t seem to faze her. “I despise this city. All of this snow reminds me of Blackfrost. Why do you stay here, Simon? You could come home. I could ensure that the sun never sets on the Briars again.” Her eerie green eyes fixed on him intently. “You would be safe in the Briars.”

      Simon sighed. “I don’t want to be safe,” he said. “You want me to be safe. And I appreciate that. But I need a dose of reality every once in a while. I don’t enjoy the same things that you do. You understand that, don’t you?”

      The idea that Simon’s interests weren’t identical to her own seemed a difficult one for the Lady. Her frown deepened. Her aura lashed about in confusion, like the tail of a frustrated cat. But there was the curious sense that she was trying to grasp the concept. It was like watching a child struggle over a complex math equation.

      “…Blackfrost hurt you,” the Lady said finally. “You should stay with me until you are better. After that, you could leave.” Zoe allowed herself to be impressed for just a second. The mad faerie had somehow discovered the concept of compromise.

      “I will think on it as soon as matters here are finished,” Simon promised her.

      The Lady’s frustration welled up again, speckled with worry — but she held it in check. There was a centerpoint to all those strange emotions, Zoe realized — a seed from which the rest of them steadily grew. Buried deep, just beneath a thin veneer of possessiveness was…

      Something soft. Gentle. Hesitant.

      My god, Zoe thought. She really loves him.

      Faeries didn’t love, though. They couldn’t. Oh, sure, sometimes they would claim to love — but what they called love was generally just a combination of obsession and possessiveness. Most faeries would use and discard even their children with barely a thought. But it was that seed of real, genuine love that kept the Lady from simply spiriting Simon away for his own good, whatever his opinions on the matter.

      Zoe shook her head, burrowing back down into the blankets. For some reason, the understanding made her embarrassed and uncomfortable. No one’s ever looked at me like that, she thought dimly. Not so I could see it.

      But Simon wasn’t very difficult to love. Even a faerie lord could find it in her heart to care for him.

      “I do not wish to leave you,” the Lady said. Her voice broke on the words, suddenly anguished. “Every time you leave my sight, I wonder if I will not see you again. What if you disappear, Simon?”

      The look that Simon gave the Lady was… heartbreaking. He hugged her very gently, smoothing down the tangled branches of her hair. “I know,” he said softly. “I’m sorry. I wish that the world didn’t work that way, but it does.” He hesitated. Then, very carefully, he said: “I wasn’t hurt this time. You gave me power, and I used it to protect myself.” He closed his eyes. “You are the reason that something bad didn’t happen, Mother.”

      Zoe stared at him.

      Is that what I said to him? she thought. I think it was.

      “Oh,” said the Lady of Briars. Her voice was soft again. “I am glad, then.”

      The faerie stayed silent for a long while, her willowy arms encircling the warlock. Zoe didn’t blame her. She knew firsthand how reassuring that place was.

      Finally, the Lady disentangled herself. She frowned. “I will go. But Simon…” Those alien eyes flickered toward Zoe. “Are you courting the secret-keeper’s vassal?”

      “I don’t intend to have this conversation right now, Mother,” Simon said with a sigh.

      Zoe blinked.

      That wasn’t a no.

      The Lady sniffed suspiciously. “I hope not,” she said. “She is not nearly as lovely as my Rose was.”

      Zoe gritted her teeth. Magical nuke, Zoe. Remember the magical nuke.

      Thankfully, that seemed to be the Lady’s last word on the matter. In the next instant, the too-still power that suffused her opened up once again, howling into being. Somewhere on the other side of reality, an endless briar reached out its fingers, curling them around the Lady’s form and pulling her back to its bosom.

      Zoe closed her eyes tightly, but the terrible majesty of the sight remained, imprinted on her Witchsight. Even after the room fell into empty silence, she had to take a few extra moments to compose herself.

      Distantly, she heard Simon putting on a kettle. Eventually, his footsteps returned in her direction. When she opened her eyes, she saw that he had placed a mug of hot tea next to the bed.

      “Peace offering?” he said, with a sheepish look.

      Zoe didn’t trust herself to speak. He didn’t say no.

      She snatched the mug from the table silently, avoiding his eyes.

      “I’m very sorry,” Simon said. “I should have expected something like that. She’s been more overbearing than usual since I got into trouble in Blackfrost.”

      “She loves you,” Zoe said. She cleared her throat, warming her hands on the cup. “You somehow forgot to mention that you were her son.”

      Simon flinched. “I’m not,” he said. “Not… exactly. Rose was her daughter.” He rubbed at his forehead. “For the longest time, the Lady hated me. She accused me of stealing her daughter. Everything else I told you was true — when Rose died, she lost her mind. The Lady begged me to keep her company. I felt… I still feel responsible for her, in many respects.” He paused, and Zoe saw a smattering of guilt overtake him. “You shouldn’t have had to deal with her, though. That’s my job.”

      Zoe let out her breath. Be better, she thought. In the end, Simon had used the Lady’s power to help save her. Whether the mad faerie meant to or not, she had indirectly protected Zoe’s life because of what she was.

      “I think you love her too,” Zoe said finally. “In a… weird kind of way. She seems to have adopted you.” She forced herself to say the next words. “I don’t blame you, Simon. I don’t even blame her. She’s slightly more reasonable than your average faerie lord. I figure that’s why I’m not a tree right now.”

      Simon smiled in relief. He reached out to ruffle her hair. “I’m sure that you would make a very lovely tree, Zoe,” he teased.

      A liquid heat spread through her at his touch. She couldn’t help but be incredibly aware of his nearness. As he withdrew his hand, Zoe was hit with an overwhelming, desperate longing to have him touch her again. She clenched her fingers, forcing a laugh. “Don’t push it,” she said. “I think I’m nearly tapped out on niceness for the day.”

      Simon raised an eyebrow. “It’s eight-thirty in the morning,” he said.

      “It’s gonna be a long day then,” Zoe replied. There was a slight edge to her voice as she said it.

      A really long day. She was going to be turning that non-answer of his over and over in her mind the entire time. Suddenly, she found herself desperate for air, for space away from him, for a chance to think. Simon and his golden aura and his sweet charm had dug so deep down into her at this point that she knew she was getting dangerously close to throwing all caution to the wind.

      She needed to check in with Dorian. Surely someone had found Vivienne by now. Montreal wasn’t that big.

      Zoe swung her legs over the side of the bed… then paused as she caught sight of her bare legs, only partially covered by the hem of Simon’s long-sleeved shirt.

      She also needed to find some goddamn pants.

      “Do you have my phone?” Zoe asked tightly. “I want to see if Dorian called. He’s normally up before now.”

      “I’m afraid your phone is dead,” Simon said. “But I gave him my number. He hasn’t called yet.” He sipped at a mug of his own. “He may be preoccupied with this situation with Vivienne.”

      Zoe set her jaw. Or he might be avoiding me like a coward. “Well… if he’s not going to pick up my stuff, I’ll need to make do. Do you still have my clothes from before?”

      Simon frowned. “Well, yes,” he said. “They’re a bit… bloody. I can leave them soaking and see how much comes out, if you like.”

      What other choice did she have? Even if she could convince Simon to leave her alone long enough to grab her clothes, the wards on her door would make it a very unpleasant experience for him without her there. The few acquaintances she might have called to borrow clothes from were all indexed on her currently-dead phone.

      …well. There was one.

      An idea formed in Zoe’s mind. If she was right, it would solve more than one of her problems at once.

      “Can I borrow your phone?” Zoe asked.
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        * * *

      

      “I cannot believe you called the police station.”

      If looks could kill, then the short, copper-skinned woman who currently stood in the doorway of Simon’s apartment would have already struck Zoe dead. There was, however, a gym bag of clothing slung over her right arm — which Zoe snatched from her without preamble.

      “It was a non-emergency line,” Zoe said sheepishly. “Anyway, you do owe me a favor, Jaz. I’d say a few clothes is a pretty cheap trade, huh?”

      Sergeant-Detective Jasmine Basak narrowed her dark brown eyes warningly, but Zoe didn’t elaborate any further. Zoe liked the grumpy officer, current situation notwithstanding. Jasmine didn’t deserve to have her dirty laundry aired in front of a relative stranger.

      “I took my lunch for this,” Jasmine said shortly. “Please tell me your big favor wasn’t just to prevent a walk of shame back to your office.” Her eyes fixed on Simon, who flushed red as he caught the insinuation.

      “Er, no. That’s not…” He trailed off, caught at a loss for words.

      Zoe rolled her eyes at Jasmine. “Get your mind out of the gutter, s’il vous plait,” she said, exaggerating the last bit. She set the bag down on the couch, rummaging through it. Aha. Jasmine had delivered. Zoe pulled out a pair of white winter tights and a perfectly-serviceable long black skirt. “Anyway, you gotta be nice to me, I’m sick. Those are the rules, I didn’t make them up.” She held up her uninjured wrist, where a plastic hospital bracelet still clung visibly.

      Jasmine’s scowl softened abruptly — she would probably have been horrified to know that she now wore an expression of very human worry. “What happened?” she asked.

      Zoe glanced at Simon. “Apparently, an animal attacked me,” she said wryly.

      Simon frowned, and opened the door further. “Would you like to come in, Miss…?”

      “Call me Jasmine,” the detective informed him shortly. She accepted the invitation without preamble, stepping past the door frame. “That weird incident was you?” she asked. Then: “What really happened?”

      Zoe paused, halfway through zipping back up the gym bag. She hesitated. This was the sticky part. “Maybe I didn’t call you just for the clothes,” she admitted. “You, uh… mind sitting down for a sec? There’s some stuff I figured I shouldn’t say over the phone.”

      Jasmine frowned — but she took a few long steps for the couch, to settle her hip against the arm. “Weird shit,” she muttered. “Great.”

      Zoe chewed on her lip. “I got chewed on by a vampire,” she said.

      Jasmine froze. The pulse point in her neck quickened. Fear filtered through her aura, tangy and distinct.

      “People are handling it,” Zoe said quickly. “That’s why I’m here. You know. Without pants.”

      Jasmine wobbled slightly on the edge of the couch. Simon reached out a hand for her shoulder, clearly worried, but the detective slapped it away with a hissed-in breath. “You didn’t drink any blood back?” she asked Zoe sharply.

      Shit. Of course that would be what she’s worried about. Zoe cringed. Vampire blood wasn’t just addictive — it was the gateway drug to undeath itself. One taste and you’d get yourself hooked. Two tastes and you’d be desperate to finish the change into a vampire yourself. Two-timers often went insane if they weren’t soon changed, as they found themselves endlessly craving human blood, but unable to properly digest it.

      “No,” said Zoe. “Blood-swapping wasn’t on the table. Don’t worry, I’m not craving a trip to the blood bank anytime soon.”

      Jasmine relaxed imperceptibly. The detective’s hand drifted instinctively toward her wrist, where a blunted iron nail still hung from an old charm bracelet.

      Very few people knew it, but Detective Basak had been forced to drink a vampire’s blood just a few years ago. Still just a one-timer, Jasmine had nonetheless endured the resulting cravings with a will of steel, carrying on with her life as though nothing had happened. But when Jasmine had come into La Voûte’s office looking for a cure, Zoe had reluctantly bent her no-magic rule just long enough to slip the detective a talisman to dull the edges of her cravings. The detective didn’t know precisely where Zoe had gotten the talisman, of course… but she’d known that it wasn’t a small thing. Since the first time Zoe had handed over the talisman, Jasmine had been forced to come back to get the spells on it renewed a handful of times. Each time, she seemed reluctant to do so — it was like admitting that she couldn’t control herself without extra help.

      Truthfully, Zoe had never meant to call in that favor at all, but she suspected that Jasmine wouldn’t be terribly averse to what she had in mind, as long as she explained herself properly.

      “Tell me someone’s hunting it down,” Jasmine said. Her voice was flinty. Vampires were always it to her — inhuman, worse than animals. She didn’t believe that the leeches were capable of truly civilized behavior.

      “Someone’s hunting her down,” Zoe replied carefully. “Lots of someones, mostly with sharp, pointy teeth. I figure you don’t want to cross paths with them.” She sucked in a breath. “But… if you happened to notice more weird stuff on your radar, and if you happened to pass it on to me…”

      Jasmine’s face settled into an icy expression. “You want me to dig up information so you can pass it to the leeches?” she asked coldly.

      Zoe gave her a flat look. “There’s a really desperate, hungry vampire running around the city right now,” she said. “And while I don’t think she’s got the time to waste on me personally, I’m still gonna sleep better once she’s gone. Just think of it as… protecting the city and helping take down a vampire. Does it really matter who does it, as long as it gets done?”

      Jasmine narrowed her eyes. Zoe watched as cold blue logic warred with the red embers of longstanding anger in her aura. “…I’m not in their pocket,” Jasmine said finally.

      “You don’t have to be,” Zoe reassured her. “One-time thing. If you find something, I won’t even let on where I got the info.”

      Jasmine’s lips tightened… but she nodded once, curtly. “You’re staying here in the meantime?” she asked. She glanced sideways at Simon, neatly picking out his otherworldly eyes. “You’re from the other side of the tracks,” she observed. “You think you can handle a vampire, if it comes knocking?”

      Zoe was expecting the detective’s straightforward approach to take Simon aback, but he adjusted quickly. She saw his aura shift as he took in Jasmine’s overall attitude and noted her concern instead of her abrasiveness. “My home is warded,” he said politely. “And in the very worst case, I can see Zoe to Arcadia — though I’m sure we would all prefer that to be a last resort. It’s much easier to walk a mortal in than it is to walk out with them again.”

      Jasmine raised an eyebrow at that. Her knowledge of the supernatural was relatively limited, but she knew at least enough to recognize the faerie world’s name. “I see,” she said.

      Zoe ducked into the bathroom and closed the door behind her, her new clothing tucked into her arms. She shimmied into the skirt for the moment, relieved to have something to wear in the case of any further faerie lord visits, but decided to save the rest for the moment she’d inevitably need to leave.

      You just like wearing Simon’s shirt. Zoe pursed her lips against the thought, but there was little use denying it.

      As she came back out, she couldn’t help but note that anxiety had stirred up a flurry of hunger in Jasmine’s aura. Zoe frowned. Subtly, she reached out toward the little blunted nail, where her spell currently wavered.

      She’d only meant to nudge the spell — to top it off slightly — but she’d underestimated how low her reserves had gotten. The simple effort sucked away her last bit of power, and Zoe wavered on her feet. She leaned back against the wall heavily, black spots dancing in front of her eyes.

      Right. You’re a Scorpio who’s low on blood. Not a great combination.

      Simon moved to catch her by the arm. Zoe blinked, letting out a long, slow breath as he tugged her arm up over his neck. “Whoops,” she mumbled. “Sorry.”

      Simon shot her a flat look, and she knew that he’d caught her out. “Maybe stop doing that,” he advised her in a whisper.

      Jasmine knitted her brow at Zoe, oblivious to the subtext. The hunger in her aura had dimmed, however. “Stay the hell inside,” she told Zoe. “You look half-dead.” Her eyes flickered with a new determination. “I’ll see what I can find.”
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      After Simon had deposited Zoe on the couch and seen the detective out the door, he returned to settle in next to her, considering. She saw his usual thoughtfulness back in his aura, though she wasn’t sure just what he was thinking about.

      “…what?” she asked cautiously.

      A small smile appeared on his face. “Nothing. It’s just that… you go out of your way for others an awful lot for someone who considers herself of poor moral character.”

      Zoe knitted her brow. “What?” she said. “Are you accusing me of something? I can’t tell.”

      Simon’s bright green eyes flashed with humor. “I believe I just called you a good person,” he said. “Une femme généreuse. Did I use a wrong word?”

      Zoe blinked. A bright red flush crept up into her face, utterly immune to her efforts to suppress it. The simple compliment set such a warm glow into her chest that she wondered briefly whether Simon had gotten a spell past her unnaturally keen Witchsight.

      But no — he was just smiling at her. That was all it took.

      “I didn’t…” Zoe trailed off, uncomfortable. “Jaz is helping me out. I ought to return the favor.”

      “You ought to take the compliment,” Simon corrected her. “Does it bother you, that you’ve done something nice?”

      Zoe frowned. “No, that’s not it. I just…”

      Why does it bother me?

      A memory drifted across her mind. Someone screaming in the dark, thrashing in agony. Not her. Someone else.

      I didn’t help. I couldn’t do anything. And then… what Malcolm gave me…

      Zoe shivered unconsciously. The memory left a dirty, hollow feeling inside her.

      If I were a good person, I wouldn’t still be here.

      Simon tucked a blanket around her shoulders. At first, she thought he’d mistaken the shiver for a chill — but he left his hands on her shoulders, and she saw that he was looking at her intently.

      “What happened to you, Zoe?” he said quietly.

      Zoe froze.

      Don’t! Don’t tell him anything! You can’t…

      The blanket did less than nothing for her trembling. Her body ran away from her control; the shaking worked its way down into her limbs, worming its way into her fingers.

      “Zoe?” Simon touched her cheek. He searched her eyes. “I would never hurt you,” he said softly. “You know that, don’t you?”

      You wouldn’t mean to. Her heart ached at the genuine look on his face. That golden aura held her in its thrall, promising comfort, understanding… maybe absolution. She wanted so badly to capitulate, to tell him everything — to beg someone to understand, to be told that it wasn’t her fault.

      “I…” Her voice trembled. “Simon, please. I haven’t told anyone. No one, Simon. It’s a secret I have to keep.”

      Simon pressed his forehead gently to hers. The rest of the world fell away, blocked out by warmth and fresh rain and perfect quiet.

      “I swear by the name Simon Leclair,” he murmured. “If you tell me this secret, I will never repeat it.” There was a thrum of power in the air as he said his name — his full, true name, backed by the intention of his magic. Zoe’s eyes widened. “If the Lady herself should ask me, I will have to decline her. Do you understand?”

      That’s his name. He just gave me his name.

      Simon had put his life and soul into her hands. With the power of his full name, spoken from his own lips, Zoe could affect him with her magic near-effortlessly. Worse, he’d sworn an oath on that name — if the Lady tried to force him to break it through the use of their pact, he would be unable. He’d be stuck between a rock and a hard place, magically-speaking; the force of it could kill him.

      “Why would you do that?” Zoe whispered. Her heart twisted in her chest.

      Simon smiled wryly. “I would hope you didn’t wear yourself out using magic on my behalf only to reverse course now,” he said. His eyes grew serious. “I want to know what’s wrong. You can be sure I will not tell anyone. But I will wait, if you need.”

      The shivers didn’t cease. If anything, they grew worse. Zoe knew that she couldn’t deny him. She didn’t want to deny him. She felt a desperate, terrible need to tell him the truth, to tell someone.

      “I…” Zoe choked. Her fingers closed in the fabric of his shirt. “I’m not a witch, Simon. The power — it’s not mine.”

      The touch of his name on her lips — even the first part — sent a flinch through him. Distantly, Zoe realized that this was how it would be from now on — she owned his name, and her use of it would always affect him. But Simon shook off the feeling wordlessly, focused on her confession. Grave contemplation flickered across his aura. That’s impossible, he was thinking. But he believed her. Slowly, he was adjusting his definition of the impossible, making room for her admission.

      The words kept tumbling out, more desperate now. He was going to look at her differently, Zoe knew, but she couldn’t help it. She had to tell him, to put every damning thing on the table at once.

      “I was just… I was normal. I was this kid in the system. And I was angry, and alone, and I hated everything. And then Malcolm showed up, and he said that magic existed, and that if I went with him, he could show it to me, teach me how it use it.” Angry, miserable tears sprang up in her eyes. “I knew he was bad. I knew it. But I said yes anyway, because… because I wanted it so badly.”

      I was so stupid. But everyone else paid the price for it, in the end. Not me.

      Simon slipped his arms around her. His scent sank into her like medicine. His warmth helped with the trembling. Zoe pressed her cheek to his chest, her eyes tightly closed. She didn’t want to cry. It drove her crazy that she was crying now. But maybe if she had to cry, it wasn’t the worst thing in the world to do it in front of Simon.

      “I—” Her voice hiccuped, and Simon threaded his fingers through her hair.

      “I’m here,” he said softly. “Take a second.”

      “You keep… saying that,” Zoe sniffled. He’d done the same thing on their way back after chocolate.

      “I mean it. There’s no point in rushing through important things, Zoe.” His thumb brushed against her hair, and she paused, leaning into his touch. Quiet fell in around her. She became aware of Simon’s heartbeat next to her cheek — slow and steady, and oddly comforting.

      Zoe did her best to summon up her strength. Words hovered on her tongue.

      Don’t hate me, she begged silently. I don’t know what I’d do if you hated me.

      “…Malcolm was a Scorpio,” she said finally. “He experimented with blood… with life. He was sure he’d discovered a way to transfer magic, to t-take it from a witch and give it to someone else. I think he was hoping to steal power from other witches, maybe even warlocks. So he… that’s what he needed me for. To test.” Zoe kept her eyes closed. “He took me into Arcadia with him somewhere, to give me my magic. It was cold and dark. I don’t remember much else. There was someone else trapped there with me, but I couldn’t see them.” She hesitated. “I knew there was someone else because… they started screaming.”

      Anger flickered through Simon’s aura, and she flinched. His arms tightened on her, though, and that protectiveness of his flared. “You didn’t know,” he said. “You didn’t know that he was going to steal the power from somewhere else.” It wasn’t a question. He believed it utterly.

      “N-no,” Zoe whimpered. “I didn’t know. I thought maybe I already had magic, and he was just going to show me how to use it. I tried to stop him, but I couldn’t. He killed someone, some poor Scorpio, and he gave me their magic instead.”

      Simon clenched his fingers in her hair. “You were mortal, Zoe,” he said. “Stuck in a strange world. What is it you think you could have done to stop a fully-trained Scorpio?”

      She tried to speak. Shook her head. “I don’t… know. But I tried, Simon, I swear I tried, I didn’t want it!”

      The name made him flinch again — his aura rippled and changed at her slip — but he buried it quickly. “It’s okay, Zoe,” he promised. “I believe you. I do.”

      Zoe blinked furiously. “The thing is… the Witchsight didn’t work… r-right. He gave it to me, but he tried to make it better.” She shivered violently. “He tore something open. It is stronger. I can’t close it. I saw awful things, and I couldn’t close it.”

      Simon went silent. Zoe felt him thinking back, considering their interactions over the years. “…he did that to you in Arcadia,” he said quietly. “Even I try not to open my Witchsight there unless I have to. You would have gone mad.”

      Zoe pressed her lips together. She nodded reluctantly. “I only remember bits and pieces after that. Malcolm dragged me back. He started teaching me to deal with it, to control it. And I… I didn’t have a choice. I could barely think. I had to let him teach me, to get back my sanity. He told me I was a success. But he wanted to see how well the process worked. Whether my magic would go away, or get weaker, or work differently.”

      She swallowed, and took a deep breath. “I tried to run a few times. When I was feeling more sane. But everything outside was… so hard to deal with. I always messed up. He found me, and he dragged me back.” Zoe let go of the breath — slowly, carefully. “Malcolm took me back to Arcadia for something, though. Something went wrong that time. I saw… it was a lot, too much. All my memories are fuzzy, too. I think he angered a faerie lord. The amount of power was…” She shook her head. “I ran. I don’t even remember how I did it, where I went. But he can’t have survived. Not that… that darkness. It swallowed him whole.”

      Simon sighed. He settled his chin on top of her head. “Arcadia steals memories,” he said. “If you have no faerie blood and no warlock’s pact, you’re unlikely to remember much. But… that’s how you ended up here?” She nodded mutely. “But if you’re certain that Malcolm is dead, then…” Zoe felt him close his eyes in sudden understanding. “Ah. The ritual he used. You want it to be forgotten.”

      “It has to be,” Zoe whispered fiercely. “If people knew it was possible… god only knows what would happen. Malcolm told me all his ideas. Vampires with Witchsight. Artificial warlocks. Witches with more than one sort of magic. It’s got to die.”

      “Zoe.” Simon leaned back from her — he tilted her face up toward him, serious. “I understand. It’s a horrible possibility.” Those green eyes held hers. “I won’t tell anyone. You know that I won’t. I can’t.”

      Zoe nodded slowly. Simon reached out to wipe at her tears. “You aren’t a terrible person,” he said softly. “You didn’t know what he was offering. You did what you could.” He cupped her cheek with his hand. “I don’t hate you. It’s all right.”

      Something released in her chest at the words. Zoe crumpled in relief, a sob hitching in her throat. Simon held her tightly; she saw a flash of something very ugly go through his aura, though he tried to shove it down.

      “…that man is very lucky he’s already dead,” Simon muttered.

      He held her for a long time — long after the shivers had finally subsided. By the time they did, Zoe felt oddly light in the soul… though physically, she was utterly wrung out.

      Simon slowly leaned her back into the couch, tucking the blankets around her more firmly. He leaned down to press his lips to the top of her hair. The gesture took an extra moment to register. Zoe blinked blearily, but he had already pushed back to his feet.

      “We’ll both need something to eat,” Simon said, running a hand back through his hair. He’d done an admirable job finding them some breakfast before Jasmine had shown up, but Zoe knew that his cupboards were a bit bare, given his frequent jaunts to Arcadia. He shot her a wry smile. “I’ll order in. I would offer to fight you honorably for the bill, but I’m quite certain that Monsieur Moreau has your pocketbook with him. You will simply have to fight another day.”

      Zoe groaned through a last, lingering sniffle. “You’re a damned cheater,” she informed him hoarsely.

      Simon laughed. “I know you learned from a lawyer,” he said. “But you seem to forget who I keep company with, myself.” He scooped his phone neatly from the table in front of them. “If you don’t learn to cheat against faeries, you’re certainly not going to win.”

      “I prefer not to play games with faeries when I can help it,” Zoe admitted.

      “Ah. The other popular strategy — don’t play.” Simon nodded sagely. “I accept your gracious admission of defeat.”

      Zoe narrowed her eyes. “Oh, now hold on—” she started. But she saw the flicker of careful ease in his aura, and she realized once again that Simon had subtly deflected the awkwardness in the air between them.

      Well. That wasn’t going to do this time.

      Zoe pushed to her feet, the blanket still tucked around her shoulders. Simon blinked — she saw a hint of worry go through him as she moved, but he didn’t try to stop her.

      Slowly — tiredly — she leaned herself against his arm, holding his eyes with a serious gaze. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “For everything. I don’t know if I could ever say that enough.”

      Simon slid his hand around her elbow, subtly supporting her weight. He hesitated. “I should say the same. I can’t begin to understand what you did last night… but I feel more at peace than I have been in years.”

      Zoe knitted her brow. The chain around his neck was gone, she realized. Simon had finally shed the weight of his guilt, both literally and figuratively.

      She chewed on her lower lip. “Simo— uh, sorry. This is awkward. I’m not really sure what to call you, now that’s off the table.”

      Simon’s mouth twitched ruefully. “I’ll get used to it,” he said. “It’s not bad, just… odd.”

      Zoe nodded slowly. “Okay. Then… I’ve got to ask you a really important question, Simon.”

      The warlock frowned. She saw him steel himself against another serious conversation. “All right. Is this something we ought to sit down for?”

      Zoe shook her head. “Nah, it’s fine. Just…” She narrowed her eyes at him. “If my French were awful. I mean, not just bad, but terrible… would that bother you?”

      Simon’s shoulders relaxed. He laughed at the absurdity of the question. “Oh… tarbarnak,” he breathed, relieved. “No. I assure you, I have heard every terrible accent under the sun. If you managed to surpass my worst students, I would be obliged to be impressed instead of horrified.”

      Zoe nodded to herself. Well. That was that.

      Before she could think too hard about the idea, she tucked her arms around his neck and leaned up onto her toes.

      Simon caught her weight instinctively, settling his hands at her waist. He blinked, utterly confused by the sudden turn the situation had taken — just before Zoe pressed her lips very firmly to his.

      The first time that Simon had walked into her world, Zoe had forgotten how to breathe. She still remembered the way her stomach had dropped out — the impossible struggle, as her mind attempted to make sense of the man that had brought the summer with him into Dorian’s office. That soft smile on his face — the distant scent of rain and lilies, and the sheer, overwhelming feeling of his kindness — had been etched into her memory forever.

      You were the first beautiful thing I ever saw with my stolen sight, she thought. Until I saw you, I thought that everything it ever showed me would be ugly and terrible. I thought that was what I deserved.

      Kissing Simon was like kissing sunlight. The aches in her body and soul melted away before the feeling of him. His lips were soft and warm; the heat of his body soaked into her, and she knew instinctively that she would never be able to get enough of it, no matter how close she was to him. This tiny, daring taste of him had only sharpened her awareness of the deep, abiding need that he had inspired within her.

      Don’t let go, she prayed. Let me be right, please.

      There was shock — perfect astonishment — flooding through him. It changed quickly, as a riot of emotions flickered across the edges of his aura, too quickly to catch.

      A flare of pure, desperate desire won that brief battle. Simon tugged Zoe closer against him. One of his arms cinched tighter around her waist; his other hand reached up to tangle in her hair, angling her mouth so that he could kiss her more deeply. Zoe willingly parted her lips for him, flicking her tongue against his with a soft, encouraging moan.

      Simon’s strange aura and bright green eyes might have marked him as otherworldly… but he tasted all too real. There was still a hint of lavender on his tongue from the tea they’d had earlier. Zoe became aware that she’d gone lightheaded again, as her body complained at the sudden excitement, but she didn’t care. Simon’s constant, careful balance of emotion had fled for once; he was all heat and light now, burning against her like a bonfire. The tiny sliver of possessiveness she’d seen before was back, but it ran far deeper than she’d first imagined. The shock of it turned the tables on Zoe for a moment as she came to grips with the fact that the kind, humble warlock she’d come to know could even feel that level of ownership over another human being.

      It was tempered, of course — folded in with affection, and gratitude, and something so warm and gentle and perfect that Zoe didn’t dare to try and name it for fear that it might disappear if she did.

      Zoe wavered again, and she groaned, annoyed at her body’s limitations. Simon broke away with what seemed like great effort. The hand in her hair dropped back to her waist to steady her, much to her disappointment.

      “I should…” His voice was tight, carefully leashed. Zoe saw him grapple with the fire in his aura, forcing it under control. “You’re still hurt. And… stuck here. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

      Zoe let out a louder groan. “Oh my god,” she said. “That’s what’s been stopping you? I thought I was going crazy.” She closed her eyes, breathing in sharply. “I kissed you. Worry about yourself.”

      Simon’s fingers trailed lightly up her jaw. Zoe’s eyes fluttered closed, and she moaned at the touch. His lips dipped down to follow, and she let out a gasp as he nipped at the skin there.

      “I don’t feel very polite right now,” he muttered. “I should care about that more than I do.”

      Zoe reached up to run her fingers through his hair, reveling in the freedom of the gesture. “I’m not a faerie, Simon,” she said. “Please, be impolite.”

      Against what she strongly suspected to be the last shreds of his better judgement, Simon hauled her up against him and walked her the short distance it took to deposit her on his bed. Zoe forced herself up slowly, reaching out to drag him between her legs — but Simon pushed her back onto the bed, gently but firmly. Admittedly, some of her dizziness calmed itself at the resting position. The weight of his body settled more firmly against her, and Zoe sighed in pure satisfaction, winding her arms around his back.

      His lips descended to her collarbone, where the neckline of his shirt had left it exposed. His tongue flicked out to taste her skin, and Zoe whimpered encouragingly. That possessiveness flared again, and he groaned.

      “You’re wearing my shirt.” It was an admission, the way that he said it. “I wasn’t expecting it to affect me so much.”

      Zoe grinned, deliriously pleased by the confession. “I like it,” she said. “Maybe I’ll keep it.”

      Simon’s lips curved up against her skin. “What if I wanted to take it off you?” he asked.

      Zoe shivered at the thought. Breathless anticipation had begun to heat her body, buzzing through her from head to slowly-curling toes. “I don’t like it anymore,” she breathed. “You can get rid of it.”

      Simon’s phone rang.

      There was a long, drawn-out moment between them.

      Zoe closed her eyes, and tried to be a responsible adult. “…it could be important,” she mumbled reluctantly.

      “It could,” Simon agreed, though he sounded equally displeased by the possibility.

      The phone rang again.

      Simon took a long breath — then, with impossible composure, he pushed himself away from her. Zoe didn’t bother to suppress the groan of disappointment that slipped out as he headed for the phone.

      “Bonjour-hello?” It was the same standard, slurred-language greeting that half of the city routinely used to answer the phone. Somehow, he managed a perfectly even tone on the words.

      Zoe couldn’t hear the other side of the conversation — but an odd feeling went down her spine when Simon turned to walk toward her with the phone. That desire in his aura had banked abruptly, replaced with wariness.

      “It’s for you,” he told her quietly. “The detective.”

      Zoe took the phone from him, trying to force her body back under control as she tucked it against her ear. “Uh… yes? Jaz, is that you?”

      “It’s me,” Jasmine’s voice came over the phone. She sounded grim. “I’m on my personal line. Guess whose body just dropped into my lap?”

      Zoe let out a slow, relieved breath. “Oh. Uh… does she have pointy teeth?”

      “Yeah. But it doesn’t look like the leeches got her. I don’t know what killed her, to be perfectly honest.” Jasmine brooded on that. “I think I might want a more knowledgeable set of eyes on this body.”
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      “I’m still not sure you should be walking around like this,” Simon sighed.

      Snow fell around them lightly, crunching underfoot. The sun had just settled itself behind the horizon, though its pinkish-red light still wavered across the city. The poor warlock was bundled head-to-toe against the weather, and for once, Zoe knew exactly how he felt — her body was still low enough on blood that she was having difficulty retaining her own heat. Simon had been kind enough to lend her a spare coat, as hers was currently languishing in a trash bin somewhere; similarly, his soft green scarf was wound a few extra times around her neck.

      Zoe hitched up the edge of the scarf again, where it had come a bit undone. “I agreed to stay indoors until Vivienne was found. She’s been found.”

      “I’m not suggesting you should spend your life indoors,” Simon said, with a hint of exasperation. “I just meant that you could use a bit more rest. It’s only been one day, Zoe. Normal people take a bit longer than that to recover, when they nearly die.”

      Zoe considered shooting him another sardonic reply at that… but she saw the very real worry in his aura, and decided to give him a pass. “Jaz thinks there’s something up. If there is, I’m the best person to notice it. I’d rather be sure this whole thing has been put to rest for good. I promise I wouldn’t be out here right now making myself miserable if I thought someone else was a better fit for the job.”

      A stray gust of icy wind sneaked beneath her coat, and she shivered in spite of herself. Simon tucked his arm around her, though the gesture was only so helpful against the chill. The idea of it warmed her anyway, and a stupid smile slipped out before she could help it. Zoe’s mind should have been focused on the matter at hand, but it drifted instantly to the delicious feeling of Simon’s lips on her skin, his body pressing her down into the bed…

      A faint spike of desire next to her informed her that she wasn’t the only one still stuck on that point. The confirmation was deeply satisfying. Zoe fully intended to make sure that Simon was able to think of very little else after tonight. Business first, she reminded herself forcibly.

      “We’ll try to keep things short,” Simon observed. “You still need some solid food.”

      Zoe’s stomach rumbled at that, and she sighed. “No disagreements here.”

      Jasmine had instructed them to meet her at the cemetery on Mount Royal, which wasn’t a terribly small place. But Zoe was surprised to see the dark-haired detective standing just outside the tall stone gates, waiting for them. Jasmine’s face had been overtaken by a dark thundercloud; her shoulders were tight, and her arms were folded across her chest.

      “Jaz?” Zoe said, perplexed. She rubbed at her arms as they approached. “I thought this was your crime scene. What are you doing out here?”

      Jasmine’s icy look could have frozen the St. Lawrence River. “I’ve been kicked out,” she said, her voice frosty. “The leeches showed up, and suddenly her death has been ruled to be exposure to the cold. My services are no longer needed.” Her eyes narrowed murderously. “He’s there with them. Monseigneur de la Marde.”

      Simon cleared his throat at the insult, slightly discomfited at hearing the powerful vampire described as such — but he had the good sense not to try and school Jasmine on her manners just then. Zoe shifted on her feet. “Jaz,” she said. “I didn’t call them, I swear—”

      “I know you didn’t. They showed way too quick for that.” Jasmine flexed her fingers against the cold, her eyes burning with rage. “L’osti de trou d’cul has my department in his pocket. He bought people above my paygrade.”

      Simon closed his eyes, breathing in. Zoe cringed. For someone used to navigating painfully polite faerie politics, Jasmine Basak was probably a rude, ongoing shock to the senses. Normally, Zoe appreciated that about her; Jasmine had an incredibly creative way with French vulgarities when she put her mind to it, and it was refreshingly satisfying to hear her go off on someone who deserved it.

      “I might still be able to get in,” Zoe told her. “Monseigneur knows the situation concerns me. I think he made a big deal out of apologizing to Dorian, so it’d probably look bad on him if he turned me away.”

      Jasmine considered her with what little calm she could muster. “You think you can find something worthwhile?” she asked.

      Zoe blinked. Oops. Time to backtrack. “I’ve got Simon with me,” she said, as though that explained things. Jasmine nodded at that, shooting a sideways glance toward the warlock. Technically, it was the truth. Simon was with her. Jasmine didn’t need to know that Zoe would actually be doing the bulk of the investigation, between them.

      If anyone appreciated the value of a good evasion, it was Simon Leclair. He smiled reassuringly. “We shall see what we can find,” he said. “Thank you for the call.”

      Jasmine jerked her head toward the inside of the cemetery. “All yours, faerie boy,” she said gruffly.
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      There was still a uniformed SPVM officer at the scene, though the rest of the city’s official presence seemed now to be clearing out. At first, Zoe thought that the cop might be trouble for her and Simon, as he moved to intercept them — but long before he’d come within speaking distance, he hesitated as though someone has spoken in his ear. Zoe’s enhanced Witchsight caught a wisp of what looked like bloody mist just next to him, but it dissipated too quickly for her to examine it too closely.

      Zoe ducked her head as they passed the cop, discomfited by the image. People in Montreal liked to joke about how much of the city might be in the pocket of organized crime, but it somehow bothered her more to know that vampires had secured the same sort of influence.

      There was a small group of people gathered next to a great stone cross, flanked on either side by tall, angelic statues. Certainly, no one would have mistaken them for cops — they were far too well-dressed, for one. The police union might have been aggressive, but hand-tailored coats remained well outside of the municipal budget. Moreover, there was a kind of unnatural stillness to the men and women in front of the statues that normal human beings simply couldn’t attain; vampires often gave themselves away when they forgot to concentrate on mimicking such simple things as breathing and a pulse.

      Zoe focused her attention on each vampire in turn, searching for the figure with the most obvious authority. Her eyes eventually landed on a man that had stepped aside from the gathering. Nothing about him was physically imposing — his shoulders were narrow, and the line of his body was slim — but the air of subtle confidence about him suggested that ignoring him was something you did only at your own peril. His face was beautiful in a classic, aristocratic sense; his tousled black haircut had probably cost him more than the average person’s paycheck.

      More importantly… his aura was intense. There was a deep crimson hunger within him — Zoe could feel its pull, even from where she was. The seigneur had forced his hunger to heel with such perfect control, however, that she knew instinctively just how difficult it would be for her to manipulate it. Not impossible, she thought. But if I tried an unanchored spell on him, he’d definitely smear me before I managed anything useful.

      Another stray thought occurred to her. “I always wondered how any vampire even survives in Montreal,” Zoe muttered to Simon, while they were still out of earshot. “There’s got to be a cross on every corner here. How are they standing in a fucking cemetery?” She flicked her eyes toward the nearest stone cross; only one of many that were currently within line-of-sight.

      “House Belmont — from France — has never exhibited much of a problem with Catholic imagery,” Simon said softly. “They often infiltrated the Church itself, at the height of its corruption. The most common lineage in Montreal is House Cloutier, an offshoot of that bloodline. They came across with the original settlers to Quebec, and eventually claimed independence from the continent.”

      Zoe eyed the seigneur, who had turned his attention more fully in their direction now. “Isn’t he House Belmont?” she asked, searching her limited knowledge of the man. “From… Paris?”

      “Belmont, yes,” Simon confirmed. “Jean Belmont — but don’t call him that unless he gives you leave.”

      Zoe shot him a sardonic look. “Thanks for the heads-up,” she said. “I was thinking of calling him Jimmy, but you’ve helped me see the error of my ways.” She shook her head. “Sorry. I know you’re helping. I’m not entirely out of the loop, though. You can skip the common sense parts.”

      Simon squeezed her shoulder. “Everyone thinks you’re mortal, and you’re currently sick, so you can ignore conventions a bit. But yes, I suspect you should stick to monseigneur.” His lips turned upward just a little bit. “Act more tired than you are, and lean on me some. He’ll use an elevated tone, but you don’t have to match him. If you act like an unschooled mortal in over her head, I can probably get us what we need without drawing too much of his interest. He’s consolidated a lot of power in a very short time… but I think it’s safe to say that he has a long way yet to go. It’s best that neither of us becomes too tangled up with him.”

      The warlock expanded his polite smile in the seigneur’s direction as he spoke. Zoe noted the focus of his aura, and she found herself suddenly even more appreciative of his presence. Simon had managed to remain a mostly neutral figure within the city, well apart from its sometimes-dangerous political intrigues. Zoe had always assumed that the Lady’s protection was responsible for that, but over the last little bit, she’d slowly begun to suspect that Simon’s keen social acumen was equally at play.

      “I can do the mortal secretary act,” she confirmed. “As for the rest…” Zoe intentionally allowed her foot to catch on a hard bit of ice. Simon caught her quickly against him — the heat of his body soaked through even the many layers that they were wearing. Zoe shot him a tiny, secretive grin. “My hero.”

      That flicker of desire came and went again. Simon took a breath, and slowly set her back on her feet. “Good,” he mumbled. “If a bit distracting.”

      Zoe graciously resisted the urge to prove just how distracting she could be. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      The seigneur deigned to nod in Zoe’s direction as they approached. Technically, Simon’s stature meant that he should be acknowledged before her — but the seigneur was from the continent, where one always first deferred to ladies present. “Mademoiselle Carter,” the vampire greeted her. “Veuillez m’excuser. I do hope your health is improved.” Both his English and his French were heavily Parisian-accented — noticeably more cultured and more highbrow than the colorful array of local accents to which Zoe had become accustomed. The Parisian accent was also considered distastefully arrogant by many native-born Quebecois; someone like Jasmine would despise it.

      Zoe made a show of being flustered as he addressed her directly. “Um… still a little under the weather,” she said. “But better than yesterday, for sure. Thank… thank you.” She did her best to follow Simon’s advice and keep her tone casual. Thankfully, the seigneur had already acknowledged her injury himself, implicitly letting her off the hook for her social fumbles.

      Her underwhelming response seemed to do its job. The seigneur switched his attention almost instantly to Simon, discarding her as comparatively inconsequential. “Monsieur Leclair,” the seigneur now greeted Simon. His aura honed upon the warlock, and Zoe realized that the vampire lord held a much greater respect and wariness for the man than she’d expected. “Quelle surprise. Comment puis-je vous aider?”

      Simon smiled pleasantly. “I doubt that I am entirely unexpected, monseigneur,” he replied in English. The seigneur didn’t frown, but Zoe noted a moment of dissonance in his aura at the unexpected choice of language. “I did, after all, send one of your less polite subjects to the Briars. As to how you may help, I retain an interest in the ultimate fate of his other impolite companion.”

      “Ah, yes,” the seigneur acknowledged, as though Simon had just reminded him of something he already knew. But Zoe saw his wariness spike, and she knew that the seigneur hadn’t realized just how Simon had dispatched of the other vampire. The revelation that he was capable of dragging impolite vampires away to Arcadia wasn’t precisely a direct threat, but it was certainly a reminder of his power — and one which the seigneur duly noted. “These unruly children did overstep my laws. I would have disciplined them myself, but you were of course within your rights to do so in the moment.”

      Simon narrowed his smile. A quick, bright anger rippled across his aura, and Zoe blinked. She knew she’d missed something, but she wasn’t quite sure what. Whatever it was, the seigneur had missed it too, so she didn’t feel too oblivious. “I have no doubt whatsoever that you shall ensure your other subjects understand their limits.”

      Now the seigneur had taken notice. His cold silver eyes met Simon’s, and Zoe felt the delicate nuance of the situation whoosh over her head.

      “…mais oui,” the seigneur murmured. “Disruptive elements are bad for business. A calm city benefits us all. I shall endeavor to remind us all of that truth.”

      Zoe felt the air sharpen. Simon’s aura flickered with anger again, and she wondered if he’d remembered his own advice. We don’t want to get dragged into his business. She exaggerated a shiver, and burrowed herself a bit further against Simon.

      “That’s… all good,” she said. “Um, thank you. Um. I’m so sorry, I think the cold is really getting to me.” Zoe pinched Simon hard through his coat; he took a breath, and his anger dampened noticeably.

      The seigneur smiled paternalistically at Zoe. “Bon,” he said. “All is well.”

      The disdain the vampire’s aura made her want to punch him too, just a little. But it was easier to remind yourself to stay calm when your goal was to look stupid and powerless anyway.

      “Where is Vivienne?” Simon asked the seigneur. “I have offered to watch Madame Carter, so I shall need to be quick. I would prefer her back indoors soon.”

      The seigneur gestured to the great stone cross behind him. “She is on the other side,” he said. “La Voûte shall no doubt be pleased to see his employee.”

      Er… what? Zoe barely stopped the confusion from reaching her face. The seigneur stepped aside to rejoin his retinue. As Simon helped her around the great cross, she saw that Dorian had beaten them to the punch. The secretive bastard currently stood, straight-backed, over the familiar female body on the ground before him.

      Vivienne’s body was not at all what Zoe had expected. The vampiress was still in the clothing she had been wearing when she’d attempted to abduct Zoe; a large bloodstain covered the front of her coat, but Zoe suspected it was simply more evidence of her Scorpio-induced fit of vomiting. The red-haired vampire was otherwise curled up on the ground, as though sleeping. Her pale face showed no sign of struggle or pain. There was something off about her, though… Zoe’s Witchsight pinged at the edges, as though reaching for an idea that was just on the tip of her brain.

      Dorian turned as they approached. His blank aura, as always, showed nothing — but Zoe saw him frown visibly as his eyes settled on her. “Que se passe-t-il?” he muttered at Simon. His voice was low and tight.

      “Hey!” Zoe snapped her fingers in front of him. “Don’t talk like I’m not here.” Her eyes narrowed. “Monseigneur called you, didn’t he? And you were going to let me know… when?”

      Dorian didn’t even have the good sense to look embarrassed. “When it was necessary,” he said. “You need more rest. You shouldn’t be here.”

      Zoe staggered away from Simon, a deep red flush creeping up her cheeks. “Tabarnak de câlice!” she hissed. Her French may have been relatively unimpressive, but the profanity had its intended effect. Dorian blinked, and took a step back. “You are really starting to piss me off. Don’t you ever tell me what I can and can’t do. I agreed to go with Simon before because it made sense — not because you have a right to dictate my life to me. I have been there before, Dorian, and let me tell you, you would not be flattered by the comparison!”

      Dorian seemed genuinely taken aback for a moment. Zoe had intended to press her advantage, but she stopped as Simon put a warning hand on her shoulder.

      “Perhaps not here,” he murmured. “The vampires aren’t far.”

      Zoe closed her eyes. She breathed in sharply — but nodded slowly. When she opened her eyes again, she focused them on Dorian. “Later,” she promised him. “You hold onto that shocked little who me expression. You’re gonna need it a lot more before I’m done.” She turned to look at Simon, lowering her voice. “Anyway, you should talk. You looked like you were about to throw down with the fucking seigneur himself, in full view of a bunch of his people.”

      Unlike Dorian, Simon had the grace to display a bit of embarrassment. Anger still seethed beneath the surface of his aura, though. “Yes,” he said. “That would have been unwise of me.” He set his jaw. “I only realized the full extent of things as I spoke with him. We knew that monseigneur intentionally led Vivienne to ask her questions so that he could buy them — but that is not all that he did. He suspected that she would attack your office in some way. I believe that he baited her into it. Her desperate gamble embarrassed the Cloutier bloodline; it also gave him free reign to execute her, along with anyone he now accuses of having supported her. He will argue that he has been forced into taking a stronger hand with his subjects.”

      Simon’s fingers dug into her shoulder. “You were bait, Zoe. Maybe he didn’t know it would be you that paid the price, but he didn’t prevent what happened either. If you’d actually died, it would have been a success beyond his wildest dreams.”

      Zoe listened to him, feeling oddly detached. The details swept over her, and she noted them down one-by-one. Huh, she thought. No wonder Simon had lost his head. The seigneur hadn’t pulled the trigger on her, so to speak, but he’d certainly set her up to walk straight into the bullet.

      “I’m cold as hell,” she said. “And I’m getting less and less fond of the company. Let’s get this over with, shall we?”

      I’ll be pissed later, she thought. About all of this.

      Zoe rubbed at her arms, turning to regard Vivienne’s body more fully. Next to her, she was aware that Simon had done similar — probably opening his own Witchsight.

      There really wasn’t much to suggest what had killed her. Zoe frowned. There was still something nagging at the edges of her Witchsight. She wasn’t used to feeling like she had to focus in order to see something.

      Simon shook his head. “I can’t see anything,” he said. “She might have died by mundane means.”

      “No, there’s something here,” Zoe told him. “But it’s like… it’s trying to get away from me.” She knitted her brow, reaching out toward the body with her magic, feeling for any remaining blood in the vampire’s body.

      Vivienne had very little left in her; she’d been forced to very thoroughly purge herself of blood. It didn’t seem as though she’d replenished herself afterward, which Zoe found extremely odd; the vampiress should have been starving, desperate for anything she could get her hands on. Surely, she hadn’t gone a full day without drinking blood?

      Zoe’s magic snagged on something — a minuscule amount of blood in the vampire’s stomach. There was something wrong with it, though; Zoe thought she felt something elusive attached to it. Is this the anchor to a spell? she wondered.

      “I think… she drank another Scorpio’s blood,” Zoe said softly, puzzled. “I think there’s a spell anchored to the blood. Maybe one to hide what happened, magically-speaking. That could be why this body looks so stupidly ordinary.”

      She reached out with her magic, prodding at the spell — it was hard trying to unpick its knot without being able to see it, but as she got a grasp on it, she became certain that she was right. “Yeah, I’ve got it. Give me a second, I’m gonna pull it loose.”

      “Zoe,” Simon said suddenly. “Wait. Slow down—”

      It was an instant too late.

      Something dark and terrible seized on Zoe’s magic, climbing its way back along the connection to her body. Her Witchsight saw it as a greasy black smear — a stain that crawled its way along the edges of her fingers and up her arm. Where it touched, her blood hissed in her veins.

      Poison, she thought distantly. The same thing I did to Vivienne.

      I know this spell.

      I know who cast it.

      Next to her, Simon flared his magic. Hot, golden fire burned away at the smear, cutting off its path between Zoe and the body. The black poison evaporated instantly, like a piece of flash paper in a candle flame.

      The damage had already been done, though. Panic battered at her mind, as the burning in her arm continued to twist upward. Zoe breathed in against the sensation, forcing herself to compartmentalize. You can do this, she thought. It’s just like riding a bike. You don’t forget, right?

      She hadn’t gotten on this bike in years, of course. And if she fell off, it would instantly kill her. But sure, that sounded right.

      Zoe sat down in place, slowly and deliberately lowering herself to the ground. Step one: buy time. Minimize movement; lower your heart rate. The cold, wet snow sent a shiver down her spine, but she consciously ignored it, blocking it out.

      “Simon,” she said, with a sudden unnatural calm. “Would you please find something to make a tourniquet? I need it on my arm, somewhere just above the elbow.”

      “What is going on?” Dorian demanded. He moved forward to kneel next to her, looking her over for injuries. Zoe remembered belatedly that he had no Witchsight, and had therefore seen absolutely nothing of what had just occurred.

      Simon probably had very little understanding of what the spell had done himself — the human body and its humors were very far outside of the average Sagittarius’ understanding. Still, he responded to the urgency in her voice — he  carefully pulled her arm free of her borrowed coat, exposing it to the chill air. He tugged the scarf from her neck and neatly tied it around her arm, pulling it tight enough to hurt just a bit.

      “What’s the nature of this?” he asked Zoe. She felt how much effort it cost him to keep the alarm from his voice.

      “Blood magic,” she said shortly. “Poison. It’s strong — made to kill.”

      Dorian’s eyes flickered with apprehension. “I’ll get one of the leeches,” he said. “They ought to prove useful for something today.” Zoe was dimly surprised to hear the slur cross his lips. She’d never heard Dorian use anything less than professional language to describe a client, even in private.

      “No,” Zoe said slowly. “It would probably kill them.”

      “J’m’en câlice,” Dorian said shortly. “They should not have meddled with my affairs, then.” Zoe’s approximation of his current mood notched further downward. The tiny, hysterical voice currently shouting from the bottom of her mind dimly noted down the date for later, so that she could mark the day that Dorian Moreau first swore in front of her.

      Much as the idea of choking the seigneur on her poisoned blood currently appealed, Zoe shook her head. “I’ve lost too much blood already. I can handle this. I have handled this.” She focused her Witchsight on the veins in her arm, which had begun pulsing a slow and steady black. “It’s a game.”

      “A game?” Simon’s voice registered horror, in spite of his best efforts. Zoe felt her heart speed up; the two very upset men next to her were starting to break her calm.

      “I’m gonna need you both to chill,” Zoe said. “Like now. It’s been years since I did this, and if you keep freaking me out, I will fuck it up.”

      Dorian, to his credit, went instantly still and composed.

      Simon… tried. Bless him, he really tried. But while he managed to keep his face still, Zoe could feel his aura lashing out in abject panic, scintillating between emotions as he envisioned worst-case scenarios.

      “Simon,” she said, with an edge to her voice. “Take a walk.”

      The warlock’s green eyes widened behind his glasses. “What? No.”

      “Dorian,” Zoe said. “Make Simon take a walk.”

      The lawyer rose fluidly back to his feet. A second later, he hauled Simon up by the arm, shoving him sharply forward. At first, she thought the warlock might resist — but she met Simon’s eyes directly, and something in her gaze must have convinced him to obey. He took a long, deep breath. A ripple of agony flickered through him. She understood. She’d seen his soul — she knew what he was thinking.

      I might die. If I do, he won’t be here. It’ll all be out of his control — again.

      Zoe wanted to reassure him, to take the time to phrase things in such a way that it wouldn’t hurt as much. But she didn’t have that time.

      Simon jerked free of Dorian’s grip. He fell to his knees next to her. Before Zoe could say a word, he closed his fingers behind her neck and dragged her mouth to his.

      The kiss was hot and desperate, and just a bit rough. Simon’s stubble brushed her cheek; his teeth nipped at her lower lip. Zoe’s heart skipped in her chest, bewildered. The shock to her system wasn’t ideal, of course — but in the moment, she couldn’t bring herself to care. It was one thing for Simon to kiss her in the heat of the moment, in the privacy of his home. It was another thing entirely for him to do so out in the open — in front of Dorian, in fact.

      It was a claim. A promise. An implied hope.

      The kiss was entirely too brief. As Simon pulled back, he searched her eyes. His aura was even wilder than before, flickering between passions like a kaleidoscope. He forced a smile. “Ne meurs pas,” he said. Don’t die. It was oddly straightforward, compared to the man’s usual words, each weighed and measured and cut before he ever spoke.

      “I mean. That wasn’t my plan,” Zoe told him.

      He forced himself back to his feet and turned to stalk away, his stride determined. Dorian glanced after him as he passed, his face unreadable.

      Zoe closed her eyes and concentrated.

      The poison in her blood wasn’t physical. It was a corruption of the spirit. It would kill her just as effectively either way, if she let it reach her heart… but as a Scorpio, it was something she could control. She needed to remind her blood of its usual function, to return it to its natural state.

      Step two: isolate.

      The tourniquet had physically slowed her blood, which helped. But the poison was still working its way through her by other means — seeping into the flesh of her arm, searching out the weak points in her soul. Zoe knitted her magic into a firmer barrier, fencing off the insidious shadow in her blood.

      Her body wavered. Too much magic, too little blood. Shit.

      Dorian caught her before she could eat snow. She opened her eyes to see him calmly considering her. “Well,” he said. “Don’t bother with me. Get back to it.”

      “Still pissed at you,” Zoe muttered. But the words lacked bite in the moment.

      “Bien sûr,” Dorian agreed. He kept his hand at her back, holding her steady.

      Zoe pulled at her last reserves of strength, brutally pushing through her limits. She wasn’t going to be able to do this in style — it had been too long, and she was much too tired. She skipped to the end, knowing as she did that it was going to hurt.

      Last step: burn it out.

      Zoe shoved her magic at the blood that had been hers, forcing it to heel in one desperate burst of will — the only one she thought she was likely to get. She had the advantage: it was her body, her blood. The magic that had been lying in wait on the body was passive; it wasn’t being actively replenished or directed by another will. Any Scorpio worth the name ought to win a fight like that.

      Her magic ate away at the alien presence in her blood. The darkness flashed away in hot bursts of pain; it felt like acid crawling through her veins. Zoe found herself unable to breathe against the sheer shock of it.

      Her grip on her magic fumbled. She reached for it desperately, bright spots still dancing against her eyelids. Can’t stop. Keep going. One. More. Fucking. Inch.

      The last of the poison gave up the fight.
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        * * *

      

      Zoe blinked blearily. She was still leaned against Dorian’s shoulder. “Ugh,” she said. “Did I pass out?”

      “For a few seconds, yes,” the lawyer said. “I was about to call over one of the vampires to test your theory. Is that unnecessary?”

      Zoe let out her breath slowly. “Yeah. Yeah, I got it.” Her limbs shook with exhaustion. Dorian rubbed at her shoulders. “Can… can you get Simon?” she asked weakly. “He’s probably having a heart attack right now.”

      Dorian paused. Slowly, he raised a single eyebrow. “I owe him a talk,” he said. There was little inflection to the tone, but Zoe was fairly sure she knew the sort of talk to which he was referring.

      “God,” she muttered. “I jumped him, all right? Save it for later, Dad.”

      The sardonic word startled Dorian more than she’d intended it to do. He blinked quickly — real surprise on full display. Zoe couldn’t help it: she burst out laughing.

      It wasn’t actually funny. She’d known the moment that she said the word that it was too true — that it was one of those things you weren’t supposed to say out loud. But the situation was so awful, and her nerves were so fried that the only reaction she had left in her repertoire was laughter.

      Dorian blinked a few more times before he regained control of himself. Slowly, he reached out to ruffle her hair, in a manner both stiff and awkwardly affectionate. “You are the most troublesome daughter,” he muttered.

      He released her — then, with one last considering look her way, he started walking for Simon, who had gotten himself quite a distance in his worried pacing.

      Zoe shivered. She plucked clumsily at the scarf that was still tied around her arm, worrying at the knot there. She was still scraping at it when Simon and Dorian returned.

      Simon had her back in his arms before she even had the time to say his name. He buried his face in her hair, breathing in deeply. “Câlice,” he mumbled fervently. “How long was that? It felt like an hour.”

      Zoe flushed, both pleased and horrified all at once. “Simon,” she said. “Language.”

      “I know how to curse,” he told her. “I prefer to save it for special occasions.” She wasn’t the only one shivering, Zoe realized — Simon’s body was still trembling, and she wasn’t entirely sure that it was from the cold.

      Of course, the cold probably wasn’t helping.

      Simon pulled back to look her over. His eyes took her in carefully, though she wasn’t sure whether he even knew what he was searching for. He sighed. “Let me get that for you.” His fingers pulled at the scarf around her arm, carefully unknotting it. Zoe breathed out as it released from her arm; feeling rushed back all at once, stinging at her muscles.

      Dorian was looking past them, she noticed. His lips curved down into a frown. “We have drawn attention,” he informed Zoe. “The seigneur is headed this way. Is there anything else you require from Madame Cloutier, before she is spirited away?”

      Zoe turned toward the body, her heart sinking in her chest.

      Now that the obfuscation spell was gone, she could see it plain as day: Malcolm’s touch was obvious. The black imprint of his hand lingered upon the vampire’s heart where he had ripped her power from her body.

      It was no use wondering how. The poison had been Malcolm’s version of a playful tweak of the nose — a fond and twisted memory of his, no doubt. She’d known the feeling of his magic in her blood the instant that it had touched her.

      It was him.

      Simon’s fingers dug into her arm, though, and Zoe shot him a startled glance. The warlock’s face was utterly pale as he stared at Vivienne’s body. His Witchsight was open, she realized. He’d seen the handprint.

      A horrible suspicion grew in Zoe’s mind.

      “Y a-t-il un problème?” The seigneur’s voice sounded behind her, and Zoe swallowed. None of them were currently in a frame of mind to deal with him.

      “Ça dépend,” Dorian replied coolly. His voice remained utterly even and professional, though there was still a dusting of snow on the knees of his slacks. He turned keen grey eyes on the seigneur. “How much are you willing to pay to know my problems, monseigneur?”

      The vampire smiled pleasantly, as though it was a joke. “I think that I have already paid you more than most do in a lifetime, monsieur,” he said. “I shall politely decline your offer this time.”

      Zoe swallowed. Not now. Not here. “I’m so sorry,” she told Simon. “I’ve been an inconvenience for both of you, haven’t I? If you don’t mind taking me indoors, I can just stay out of the way from now on.”

      Simon blinked a few times, dragging his mind forcibly back to the present. She watched at his brain tried to play catch-up, translating the words after-the-fact. “…you’re no trouble, madame,” he said. “But yes. Let’s find you some food, and perhaps a fire.”

      He made a show of helping her up from the ground. It wasn’t a difficult show; Zoe was fairly certain she was going to collapse into a boneless heap the moment the leftover adrenaline in her system ran out. She ducked her face into his shoulder as they passed the seigneur — but she kept her Witchsight keenly focused on the vampire all the same. His curiosity still seemed mostly focused on Simon and Dorian; he mustn’t have caught any of Zoe’s stranger moments earlier.

      “Allow me, please.”

      The vampire reached out, and Zoe felt his cool hand on her shoulder. She blinked, confused; a moment later, the seigneur had lifted her effortlessly from the ground. Her heart lurched into her throat from sheer terror as he settled her against his chest, his other arm cradling her beneath the knees.

      The seigneur shot her a benevolent smile. She felt his red hunger, perfectly leashed, beating against her soul. He wore a light, expensive cologne, she noted dimly. Had she not been so keenly aware of his monstrous nature, she probably would have found him every bit as irresistible as he thought himself to be. “You are quite unwell, mademoiselle,” he said. “Let us find you a car.”

      Zoe didn’t need to look at Simon to know that he was staring at the seigneur with absolute murder in his eyes. She forced a trembling smile. “Th-thank you,” she said.

      The seigneur’s interest remained barely directed at her. She wasn’t even interesting enough for him to consider eating. No — it was Simon he was watching. The warlock had unnerved him earlier… but now, the seigneur had accurately identified a string on which to tug in order to lead him around. And he was quite pleased to let Simon know that he knew it.

      Zoe closed her eyes, trying to keep her features schooled into a weary resignation.

      As if Malcolm wasn’t problem enough, she thought. I’m going to have to handle the leech king too, aren’t I?

      A moment later, though, she rearranged her mind around the idea.

      You’re only the third scariest thing I’ve dealt with in the last two days. Smirk all you like, asshole.

      “C'est quoi ce bordel! What the hell is going on?” Zoe’s eyes flew open. That had been Jasmine’s voice.

      The detective was standing at the gate as they approached; her eyes were fixed on the seigneur, and her gun was in her hand.

      The seigneur smiled pleasantly at her. “Detective,” he said. “Quel plaisir. How long has it been?”

      Jasmine’s eyes sharpened on him. “Put her the hell down. Or I swear to god, I will make you do it, mon osti d’sangsue!”

      Zoe closed her eyes and tried to count to ten.

      I’m gonna have to try and kill the seigneur right here and now, she thought. I’m gonna have to kill him, because he’s gonna kill Jaz.

      The seigneur laughed. A thread of real, pure pleasure shivered through his aura, and Zoe decided that she no longer knew what the hell was going on.

      “Please aim for my eyes,” he advised Jasmine. “I would hate for you to hit the young lady.”

      Jasmine faltered. Zoe saw her aura hesitate as she questioned her grip on the situation. “Zoe?” the detective asked. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m… fine,” Zoe assured her, though she was currently feeling anything but that. “Um. Please don’t shoot him. He’s been very nice.”

      Jasmine’s mouth dropped — not least because Zoe had gone to great trouble to put an utterly uncharacteristic note of wheedling sweetness into her voice. Catch the drift, Jaz, please, oh my god.

      Thankfully, Simon took that moment to step between Jasmine and the seigneur. “Detective,” he said warily. “Er… please put the gun down. Zoe simply had a fainting spell. We are aiming to get her back indoors.”

      Jasmine flicked her eyes between them. Slowly, she became aware of the other vampires that had congregated behind the seigneur; many of them were watching with lazy, bemused interest.

      She pressed her lips together… and slowly lowered the gun.

      The seigneur took a special sort of pleasure in passing the detective as he walked toward Dorian’s sedan. As Dorian pulled the side door open, the vampire lowered Zoe gently into the seat, a brilliant smile on his lips. He brushed his fingers through her hair, and she resisted the urge to gag. “There now. Are you feeling quite better, ma chère?”

      Zoe closed her eyes tightly. “Thank you,” she repeated. “Thank you.” It sounded stupid, but she didn’t trust herself to say anything else at the moment. I really wish I had the strength to wipe that smug smirk off your face right now.

      “Would you like a ride, Detective Basak?” Dorian’s voice drifted over toward her, and Zoe silently blessed him for his foresight.

      “…yeah. Fuck. Shit de marde. Sure.” Jasmine sounded ragged on the words — and oddly defeated.

      Finally, the seigneur stepped away, and Zoe breathed a sigh of relief. “À bientôt,” he murmured at her.

      You better hope you don’t see me soon, asshole, Zoe thought.

      Jasmine headed toward her, pushing into the back seat. As she passed the seigneur, though, Zoe was just close enough to hear him whisper in the detective’s ear:

      “Craving another taste, mon minou?”

      Hunger shivered up Jasmine’s aura — quickly followed up by horror and shame.

      The detective climbed into the car, and slammed the car door closed behind her.
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      The silence in that car was deep enough to drown in.

      Zoe had leaned her head against the window and closed her eyes, but it didn’t help; she could feel the tension against her skin. In the seat just next to her, Jasmine’s deep-seated anger and humiliation chased each other in futile circles. Simon was a riot of emotion: fear, fury, grief, and possessiveness all clamored for his attention. Zoe thought she’d seen him in a bad way before… but now, he was utterly undone, struggling even to prioritize his misery. A tiny part of her screamed that she should help him, fix him — but even reaching for her magic was enough to make her so dizzy and nauseous that she didn’t dare try it again.

      For the first time since she’d originally stumbled into Montreal, bloody and maddened, Zoe was truly running on empty. The man that had haunted her nightmares for years had seemingly resurrected from the dead, but there was no fear in her; she didn’t have the energy. That, she thought, was a very bad sign.

      Dorian, thank god, was his usual blank slate; not a single emotion escaped the perfect vault of his mind. The best that Zoe could manage was to screw her eyes tightly shut and focus on that blank spot, praying that some of the emotions around her would eventually ease.

      “I’m gonna kill that motherfucker someday.” Jasmine’s voice suddenly broke the silence.

      “If you intend to have any more success than those who have made previous attempts on his life, then you will have to be far more careful,” Simon said. There was a dark, bleak humor to his tone that Zoe had never heard before. “Incriminating yourself in front of La Voûte is a poor start, detective.”

      Jasmine considered him for a moment. “Is that meant to be actual advice?” she asked. “I can’t tell.”

      Simon shook his head slowly. “I don’t know,” he replied. “I’m not feeling myself right now. It seemed the thing to say for some reason.” Zoe slitted her eyes open. The warlock had pressed his forehead against the top of his clenched-together hands.

      Jasmine turned her attention to Zoe. “You okay?” she asked reluctantly. It was a token of the detective’s carefully-hidden core of decency that she still managed to find a drop of concern for someone else, in her state.

      Zoe swallowed. Every last fiber of her body and mind desperately wanted to sleep, to make the whole world go away. But that flurry of nearby emotion flashed against her senses like a painful fluorescent light, denying her even the brief reprieve of oblivion. The idea of moving, of opening her mouth to respond, seemed almost beyond comprehension.

      “…tired.” The soft whisper took a monumental force of will.

      Jasmine seemed to realize the effort it had taken. She reached out to touch Zoe’s shoulder softly. The direct touch of her fear and shame made Zoe jerk away instinctively, as though she’d been burned. Dizziness assaulted her again, and she shut her eyes against the window with a faint whimper.

      The detective blinked, startled. She reached out again, intent on searching for an injury — but thankfully, Dorian spoke before she could touch Zoe again.

      “I believe that Zoe has experienced an injury to her mind,” Dorian informed her coolly. “Further stimuli may be upsetting, detective.”

      Jasmine slowly retracted her hand. Zoe wilted with wordless relief. “Did that piece of shit—”

      “No,” Dorian cut her off. “Monseigneur did not have any part in this. Which is not to say that he is not guilty of many, many other things.” He paused, considering. “…I fear that you have an outsized impression of your capabilities, detective. It is true that you have killed one vampire already — and a powerful one, at that. But monseigneur is not a creature of mere strength. He is cunning, and he has many resources at his disposal. You continue to live only because he finds you entertaining… and possibly useful.”

      Zoe heard Jasmine’s teeth click together as she set her jaw. “Of the two of us,” she said, “I think you might be the one who’s mistaken my capabilities. The last leech that underestimated me died pretty quick. The way I see it, Jean Belmont is in the middle of making the same fucking mistake.”

      Dorian very rarely deigned to give advice. Even more rarely did he do so for free. Most people Zoe knew would have shut their mouths, listened closely, and thanked him for the privilege.

      But then… she wasn’t entirely certain that Jasmine was wrong. Dorian had grown used to a certain level of respect from the supernatural community; he saw the world through that lens, whether he realized it or not. By comparison, Zoe had spent the last few years being laughed off and dismissed by every self-important creature that had ever crossed her path, simply because she seemed to be mortal. She had magic up her sleeve, of course… but even on her best day, Zoe realized, she would never have wanted to measure herself against Jasmine Basak. The foul-mouthed detective had more steel in her soul than most witches… and a startling, unhesitating capacity for violence, when something convinced her it was necessary.

      Zoe wasn’t sure she’d bet on Jasmine outright, between the two. But she was pretty sure that on the day that the seigneur finally went too far, Jasmine Basak was going to surprise him.

      “I’m getting out here,” Jasmine said bluntly. “Thanks for the ride.” As the car slowed, she glanced toward Zoe. “Is she gonna be all right?”

      “She’ll be fine,” Simon said. There was an odd hardness in his voice as he said it. “I’ll make sure of it.”

      Jasmine nodded. She pushed her way out of the car. If the detective then slammed the door behind her just a little bit harder than necessary, Zoe wasn’t sure that she blamed her.

      Simon took a long, deep breath. “I’m grating on her somehow, aren’t I?” he asked. The question was addressed to Dorian. “That’s why I had to leave while she did her spell.”

      Dorian didn’t contradict him. “Zoe has always disliked crowds, and strong displays of emotion.” It was the sort of technical bullshit non-answer that allowed him to pretend that he didn’t know why.

      Simon let out his breath. Zoe watched as he tried again to tame the storm in his aura. “I would walk,” he said. “But I’m… concerned.” He paused, as his agitation slipped away from him once again. “You know why.”

      “I suspect,” Dorian replied blithely. “There is a world of difference between guessing and knowing.”

      “The obfuscation spell was better this time,” Simon said. “I didn’t notice a thing until Zoe got rid of it.” His aura calmed somewhat. He had chosen helpless despair over anger. “…the first time, there was still a smudge. I know the feel of that magic. It’s the same. The same person.”

      “The timing of your affections has been most inopportune, Simon,” Dorian observed dryly. “In case it needs saying directly, I am most displeased that your past may have become a threat to my—” He paused, struggling for a moment. “…employee.”

      Simon’s aura dropped more deeply into anguish. “J’avoue,” he mumbled, in soft agreement. He managed to sound so absolutely wretched on the word that Zoe forced herself to speak again.

      “Not… your past,” Zoe managed hoarsely. “Not… just yours.”

      Simon looked at her sharply. Confusion flickered across his eyes. “I’m not sure I understand what you mean by that,” he said apologetically. Zoe struggled upright, fighting through a desperate spiritual malaise.

      She breathed in sharply. “Malcolm.”

      The name hit Simon like a thunderbolt. He stared at her. “…what?”

      Dorian glanced at him, his brow knitted. “Who is Malcolm?” he asked.

      Simon instinctively opened his mouth to respond… and flinched in sudden pain. A ripple of warning wracked his aura as his promise took its toll. “Oh — tabarnak,” he swore harshly. “Um. I can’t… say.”

      Dorian frowned deeply. “You can’t?” he murmured. “Or… you can’t?”

      “You will have to suspect again, I’m afraid,” Simon managed faintly. He pressed his hand to his heart, rubbing lightly at his chest.

      “And does this knowledge give you enough direction to handle the problem?” Dorian asked.

      Simon closed his eyes tightly. “No. It does not. But it is quite a step forward.” A strange mixture of hope and guilt rose within him. His heavy, terrible question had finally been answered… but Simon would hate himself for feeling relieved at such an awful time. Zoe deeply wished he would allow himself the moment — but instead, he shoved it down, avoiding it. “Zoe will need to remain behind wards tonight. I would prefer mine. Hers are impressive, but my power is not of the appropriate nature to strengthen them.”

      “Perhaps she would be better off further away from you,” Dorian speculated, in a perfectly neutral tone. “Perhaps in that case, she would be no target at all.”

      Simon pressed his lips together, unable to answer. Wearily, Zoe spared him the pain. “I’m a target,” she rasped. “My wards… aren’t best.”

      Malcolm was a Scorpio — his tradecraft would afford him special insight into another Scorpio’s wards. Worse… he had taught her almost everything she knew about magic in the first place. The idea of pitting a master against his own student’s wards seemed laughable.

      Simon’s magic, by comparison, would be utterly alien to her old mentor. Dark, secretive magic did not fare well against warmth and blazing light.

      If Zoe was being completely honest with herself… she needed that light right now in more ways than one. A dull, distant part of her had almost given up completely, when she’d realized that Malcolm wasn’t dead after all. That part of her still whispered terrible things. That she ought to give up, stop fighting entirely. If Malcolm got his hands on her again, he would almost certainly pick up where he’d left off, experimenting to see what other power he could give her.

      The game was proof of that — it had been a test of her magic that she couldn’t refuse to pass. Malcolm wanted to know that she was still strong… that he could use her and her magic as an appropriate stand-in for himself, to see what was possible.

      She couldn’t be the reason for another person’s death. Not again. Not ever.

      A cold, cowardly part of her wanted to end it all before Malcolm could make that happen. But Zoe knew what that would do to Simon — to Dorian. For once, Dorian’s cool, blank aura was no help; she supposed that he loved her, but perhaps he didn’t. There was no proof of it in his soul that she could see. Perhaps, she could convince herself, he would be fine without her. Surely, La Voûte would carry on, conducting his business as usual.

      There was no such denial in the face of Simon’s emotions. Even his awful, smothering grief was still a reminder of what death could do to people. Like a painful splinter under her skin, he would keep her from giving in until she could find the strength to walk herself back out of this awful, nihilistic place.

      Dorian leaned back into his seat. He was displeased, she knew. There was no mark of it on his aura, but it was written all over his posture. “Bon,” he muttered. “She’ll stay with you. I shall spend tonight calling in favors, though. By tomorrow, I will have other arrangements.”

      Simon remained silent. Zoe knew that he had little to no intention of handing her off to someone else. A tiny, uncharitable part of her wondered whether Simon knew that she was his best chance at vengeance. As long as she was nearby, his wife’s murderer was bound to walk straight into his sights.

      But no — that wasn’t Simon. The greater part of her knew that. Simon felt anger. He was capable of hurting people, when it was necessary to protect others. But however hurt and bewildered he was, he wasn’t capable of cold, premeditated murder. Neither was he capable of dangling someone out like bait to achieve his ends — he was certainly nothing like Jean Belmont.

      Simon wanted to prevent history from repeating itself. That was his true and only aim.

      The realization sparked the dying embers of Zoe’s resolve.

      Get your shit together. Malcolm is your ghost. He’s taken enough from Simon already.

      Zoe struggled into a stiff upright posture. “Dinner first,” she managed. “And… I need to find some fucking iron.”
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        * * *

      

      A little over an hour later, Dorian helped Zoe up the stairs to Simon’s loft. The warlock himself had carefully kept his distance all through their short dinner — a sad necessity, but one which had given Zoe a bit more time to compose herself.

      A handful of carefully-crafted iron anchors clinked in a wooden box in her coat pocket. They’d stopped at Zoe’s condo only briefly enough for her to give Dorian a few directions. He’d come back down with Zoe’s phone charger and a bag of fresh clothing — finally — as well as the iron that Zoe needed to perform her spells.

      Not that I’m gonna have the strength back to cast much of anything for a while, she thought wearily. Zoe wasn’t sure yet how she was going to get over that problem, but she figured having the iron was still better than not having it.

      Simon unlocked the door for them; Zoe watched as the fiery golden lines around the door parted for him when he entered. They were tied to an oak arrow that hung above the doorway; Zoe deeply suspected that it had been carved from a tree within the Briars itself. A hearth fire would have been a better anchor for Sagittarius wards, but the idea of keeping an open flame going in your home all day was a little less popular these days than it had been in previous eras. Zoe had personally foregone the traditional sheep’s blood runes on the door to her condo for similar reasons.

      “Please come inside,” Simon said to Dorian dutifully. The words marked the lawyer as welcome within the wards and allowed him to enter, with Zoe still leaning on his arm.

      Dorian helped her out of her coat, and settled her onto the edge of the bed. As Zoe leaned heavily into one of the pillows, Dorian flickered a glance toward Simon. His grey eyes sharpened. What came out of his mouth was not what Zoe was expecting, however.

      “You’re a good man,” Dorian said. “I like you. I cannot say that for many people.”

      Simon blinked. Confusion flashed again within him. “Er… thank you,” he said.

      Dorian shrugged. “I have been trying to think more and react less. Your problems are not of your own making. I should not blame you for them. I never did, before now.” He ruffled Zoe’s hair again absently. “I will still do everything in my power to remove Zoe from this mess. But when it is done… I have no grudge with you. Quite the opposite.”

      Zoe groaned, and buried her face further into the pillow. Was this the equivalent of Dorian giving his blessing? If so, it was incredibly embarrassing.

      Well. At least he isn’t looking for a shotgun.

      Simon laughed. It was the first positive sound he’d made in hours. “Well,” he said. “I do wish that I could return the compliment. But I am not certain I have ever thought of you as a good person. Worthy of respect for other reasons, perhaps.”

      Dorian nodded. “I am not a good person,” he confirmed. “I would have questioned your judgement if you’d tried to accuse me of it.” He rebuttoned the top of his coat, and glanced at Zoe. “I will be back tomorrow. Stay in bed this time, please.”

      “Mmf,” Zoe mumbled. The sound was vaguely affirmative.

      As the door shut behind Dorian, a silence settled in.

      Slowly, Zoe became aware of Simon watching her. He had leaned himself against the door, arms crossed in discomfort. She knew that he was hesitant to approach and potentially distress her… but there was an itch in his aura that told her just how much he wanted to hold her.

      “I’ll deal,” she said, answering the unspoken question.

      Simon ate up the distance between them in a few long steps. Zoe sighed as his arms settled around her — as upset as he was, the touch inspired a bone-deep sense of relief in both of them that spread like balm into her soul. She closed her eyes and pressed her cheek to his chest, soaking in his warm presence.

      I was right. I needed this.

      Simon pressed his lips to her hair. “We will sort this out,” he murmured to her. “I promise.”

      A thread of discomfort flickered through her at that. Zoe slitted her eyes back open. “This isn’t your problem,” she said. “You know that, don’t you?”

      Simon paused. His anger spiked. It had an aim now — she knew that it was pointed at Malcolm, wherever he might be. “It is absolutely my problem,” he replied. “It has been for years.”

      Zoe shook her head. “I helped him,” she said. “You get that? I contributed to all of this. I thought he was dead, that I was off the hook. But what if I’d made sure, Simon? I could have made certain, but instead I hid. I let this happen, and if you get hurt fixing it—”

      “Stop,” he said. “Stop.” His hands pressed to her face, and she found herself forced to meet his eyes. Simon’s anger kicked up into a bright fury, and her mind stuttered — she closed her eyes, desperate, but it did no good against her Witchsight. “Why do you think you’re here, Zoe? Why do you think I’m protecting you? Don’t look away. Tell me.”

      Zoe pressed her lips together. Her mind jangled in confusion. Simon’s aura was burning again, too bright for words. But that anger was suddenly righteous and clean — focused like an arrow. She shrank beneath the flare of it, feeling small and unworthy. “I don’t… I don’t know,” she whispered. But a dark, feeble part of her did know. There was a secret worry in her heart, but it was too terrible to say out loud.

      “You are not taking advantage of me,” Simon told her. Zoe froze at the words: they were a perfect condemnation of the dark voice in her heart. “You did not fool me into caring for you. You still believe that this is your fault, that what he did made you a terrible person. And if you are a terrible person, then it naturally follows that everyone who cares for you has been deceived into thinking you are better than you are.”

      Zoe forced her eyes open. Simon’s ire was so visible now that she wondered if she would have seen it in his aura, even without her enhanced Witchsight. “I am not a fool,” he said. “You have not conned me. I care for you, and I want you here with me.”

      Zoe stared at him. Her heart beat harder in her chest. “…I don’t deserve that,” she whispered hoarsely. “What have I done to deserve that, Simon?”

      He sighed in exasperation. “You have been working for La Voûte for far too long. Love and friendship are not business transactions, Zoe.” He threaded his fingers through her hair. “The first time that I met you, I liked the way that you looked at me. No one has ever looked at me like that before — I don’t think that anyone else ever will. I liked your smile. You made me feel better about myself when I was with you. You see how shallow that is? You were kind to my ego, and I decided that I liked you for it.”

      His green eyes burned into hers. “That is where it began, but that does not have to be where it ends. C’est le temps que tu as perdu pour ta rose qui rend ta rose importante. Sometimes it is truly that simple, do you understand? I liked you for foolish reasons. But after that, I wasted my time on you, and you wasted your time on me, and that is enough. I will never have those memories with anyone else. You are irreplaceable because of that.”

      Zoe stared at him. That deep possessiveness of his was back, flaring through his anger. She’d thought that it controlled him, but that wasn’t the case at all — he acknowledged it, embraced it, in a way that most people weren’t honest enough with themselves to do.

      “You want to believe that you are responsible for Malcolm,” Simon told her, “because the alternative frightens you. If you are not responsible for him, it is because you were a victim, and you were helpless, and you might well be helpless again. But you are a victim, Zoe. You can be strong, and you can still be a victim.” His fingers trembled in her hair. “I am a victim too. You understand that? He took precious things from me. I lost my control to him, and I will never be the same. I want to help you because if I do that, then perhaps I can believe that there will be help for me as well, the next time that I need it.”

      Zoe couldn’t look away. The raw, honest fire in him was awful and beautiful, all at once. She thought her heart might be breaking, but she wasn’t sure, because it didn’t feel altogether like a bad thing. How are you like this? she wanted to ask. How can I be more like this?

      “I’m sorry,” he said suddenly. He let her go as though she’d burned him. “I’m overwhelming you. I should have waited—”

      Zoe threw her arms around his neck. This time, when she pressed her lips to his, he kissed her back instantly, desperately. He was overwhelming. He was enough to fill up the empty places inside her. His anger for her, his belief in her, burned away at that awful little darkness in her heart.

      “I love you,” she mumbled into him. “That’s crazy, and I’m crazy, but I won’t apologize, it’s your own damn fault—”

      Simon kissed her harder — so hard that for a second, she couldn’t breathe. Instead, she tasted the dizzying colors of soft, sweet possessiveness, mixed with desperate hunger. There was an ache to him that Zoe instinctively knew she could fix. She molded herself against him, dug her fingers into his soft hair, urging him on. He pressed her beneath him, and she moaned into his mouth.

      His hands slipped beneath the borrowed shirt she still wore, wandering over the heated skin of her stomach. Zoe gasped, her muscles clenching at the sudden, intimate touch. She arched into his caress, wordlessly begging for more. Then, his fingers skimmed the lower swell of one breast, and she thought she might just die of need — his need and hers, all bottled up together inside her.

      Zoe reached down to encourage him, grasping his hand in hers and guiding it unmistakably upward. He palmed her breast, brushing his thumb across the slowly-stiffening tip, and she whimpered into his mouth. More, she wanted to beg, but he was still kissing her so hard that the word was lost between them. Every flick of his tongue against hers sent shivers down her spine. Slowly, he began to rub the pad of his thumb against her nipple. Each movement sent a new twinge down her body, toward the heat at her core.

      Her head was deliciously light, but her hands itched with the desire to touch him back. Zoe tugged impatiently at the edge of Simon’s shirt — but she’d forgotten her wrist in the heat of the moment. A sharp pain lanced through her injury, and she flinched. Simon released her quickly, reaching down to grab her hand with a gentle warning. He took a moment to set aside his glasses — already faintly askew, Zoe noted with satisfaction — then tugged the offending piece of clothing up over his head for her.

      Zoe took a moment to admire the sight. Simon’s hair was a mess where she’d run her fingers through it; his bright green eyes had gone darker with desire as he looked down at her. She trailed her fingers down his bare chest, lingering over it. His skin was hot to the touch, already burning.

      Simon sucked in his breath. He leaned down to press his lips to an exposed patch of skin at her hip, where the shirt had ridden up. Zoe whimpered; she had to let her head fall back into the pillow as the dizzying pleasure hit her. There was a sharp, white-hot focus to him now as he trailed his lips up her stomach, slowly hiking up her borrowed shirt to expose her to his mouth.

      His aura was burning so hot now that it consumed her. For just a moment, Zoe panicked. Was it possible to be burned away by someone else’s emotions? She hadn’t realized that human beings could feel anything so strongly — certainly, she’d never had that sort of incandescent passion focused exclusively on her. But the sensation was so intoxicating that even her fear soon burned away too. The idea of disappearing into Simon’s fire thrilled her every bit as much as it stirred her apprehension.

      His mouth closed on one aching nipple, and Zoe arched with a strangled gasp. She dug her fingers back into his hair. She heard herself whimper his name, begging him. Her voice had run away without her, entirely bypassing her brain. Simon, please, Simon more, please, please, more…

      His soul shivered as though she’d plucked its strings; distantly, belatedly, Zoe realized that she had. He’d given her his name. With every reckless gasp and moan, she built him into an inferno. Simon could have fought back his reaction, but instead he accepted it, embraced it, burning ever-higher. Zoe lost the last of her senses, giving into the feeling of him entirely.

      His palms on her skin. His hands peeling away her skirt, her tights, her panties. His mouth on hers, catching the sob of pleasure as his finger slid inside her. He breathed her name back like it was a promise.

      She was already so wet, so exquisitely desperate. She wanted — needed — more of him. But he swallowed her pleas, touching her gently, purposefully. There was a fire inside her too now, and he knew just how to feed it. A heady pressure built within her — a strange fever that she simultaneously wanted to go on forever, and needed to break.

      Zoe reached for his belt, tugging impatiently at the buckle. Simon groaned into her mouth; for just a moment, he slipped his finger free, leaving her empty. He helped her trembling fingers with the belt, though. She heard the hurried tearing of a condom wrapper; an instant later, she felt him press against her entrance, and she sucked in her breath.

      Simon held her eyes. She couldn’t have looked away if she’d tried. As long as she lived, she thought she would never forget that light behind his eyes — that perfect mixture of softness and possessiveness that was uniquely him. He brushed her lips with his, suddenly feather-light. “I love you,” he whispered back, so quietly that she felt the words instead of hearing them.

      He sank into her — claiming her, filling her — and she felt herself come apart. Zoe wanted to cry out, but all she could manage was a soft oh, as a great, swelling ecstasy swept her away, overwhelming her with its intensity. Her body quivered, clenching around him. She became incredibly aware of his nearness, of the fact that he was inside her, as close as he would ever be.

      Simon held her carefully as that wave moved through her. He gently kissed her trembling mouth; her chin; the line of her jaw. It took her a long moment to figure out how to breathe again. There was a dull, distant ache inside her, where something had physically torn, and she managed to think: oh, damn, oh, I probably should have brought that up.

      Years of hiding from intense emotional situations had inevitably left Zoe a bit… lacking in the department of romantic experience. Her first, lame attempt at a one-night stand had ended nearly before it began, when she realized how unsettling it was to feel a stranger’s lust on her skin.

      Somehow, it hadn’t occurred to Zoe to remember that her first time might sting a bit.

      She felt him, still hard inside her; his hunger was all keen, sharp edges. But he kissed her again softly, his fingers digging into her hip to offset his need. “All right?” he murmured.

      Zoe flushed bright red. She was… very all right. Exceptionally all right. There was nowhere else she’d rather be than in his arms, with her heart in her throat and his hardness pressed deep inside her. But, well. “Little sore,” she mumbled, embarrassed. She shifted slightly beneath him, testing. His fingers tightened on her hip again, and he sucked in his breath. She felt him twitch inside her in response; the sensation sent tingles down her spine, and she moaned, lifting her legs to wind them around him properly.

      Simon groaned softly, pressing his face into her neck. A flicker of chagrin cut through his hunger, though, and she knew he’d caught the implications. “Merde,” he mumbled. “Should’ve asked.” He stroked her shoulder, breathing in to steady himself.

      “And I should’ve mentioned,” Zoe muttered back. She shifted her hips again slowly, feeling out the edges of the soreness. It wasn’t bad, she decided. Now that she was getting used to it, it gave the pleasure a kind of extra, wicked edge. She dragged his mouth back up to hers. “Okay,” she breathed. “I’m good. You feel good.”

      Simon carefully began to move, and she sighed with satisfaction. A new desire started to build within her — less desperate, this time, and more leisurely. Simon kept a slow, sensual pace, though she felt his tightly-wound emotions urging him on. As he slid inside her again, a low moan of pleasure slipped away from him, and hunger spiked through Zoe abruptly. More of that, she thought fiercely.

      She arched into the next stroke, taking him deeper. Simon hissed in his breath in surprise. She felt him twitch inside her again. “God,” he gasped hoarsely. “Zoe.”

      Heat curled in her core. Her head was light again, but she didn’t care. She urged him on — harder, faster. That tight, careful control of his was coming undone again, and she reveled in it. She breathed out his name again and again, letting the pitch of her voice rise with each thrust.

      Finally, he let go of that last bit of worry she’d accidentally inspired. Simon took her desperately; he wanted her, needed her, and the knowledge drove her spiralling up toward that bliss again. He was murmuring in her ear; he’d gotten lost in French, and while Zoe was hardly in a frame of mind to translate, the emotion in his voice told her everything she needed to know. You’re so beautiful, that voice said. So perfect. Zoe, my Zoe.

      “Yes,” Zoe sighed, arching into him. “All yours, Simon, please.” Whether she’d guessed right or not, it didn’t matter. That streak of possessiveness in him flared. He kissed her hard; he lunged one last time, hitting that perfect spot.

      The rush of ecstasy was even more intense this time, more complete, with him inside her. As her muscles fluttered around him, Zoe felt Simon follow after her with a last moan of pleasure.

      Zoe clung to him, shivering, while the sensation took them both. Slowly — very slowly — she came back to earth. There were still dark spots at the edges of her vision, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. As Simon’s ragged breathing began to steady out, she saw the desire in his aura lessen… but the possessiveness, stronger than ever, didn’t fade in the least.

      Eventually, he disentangled himself from her to dispose of the condom. But a moment later, Simon was dragging her into his arms — holding her against him, pressing his lips to her forehead, to the backs of her eyelids, to her cheeks and her still-trembling mouth. Zoe swallowed against him; tears threatened against the back of her eyes, for no particular reason she could discern. The honest, unrepentant affection was so him. She tangled herself back up with him, brushing her cheek against his. There was love in him, love for her, and she had no idea where it had come from or where he had found it, but she didn’t care: it was the most precious thing she had ever felt, and she knew she would never get enough of it.

      “I have you,” he murmured. He stroked at her hair reassuringly. Zoe realized she had sniffled embarrassingly. She blinked quickly. A knee-jerk instinct nearly made her open her mouth to excuse herself… but she stopped. Simon didn’t want or need her excuses. He walked through life wearing his heart on his sleeve. He wouldn’t think less of her just for admitting that she’d felt something.

      “I…” Zoe swallowed hard. “That feels really wonderful,” she admitted in a small voice.

      Simon smiled softly, and her heart learned how to flip-flop all over again. He kissed her once more, long and gentle, just because he could. “Good,” he murmured. “Certainly better than the alternative.”

      Zoe closed her eyes and tucked her head beneath his chin, leaning into him. “…I have you too,” she whispered hesitantly. She wasn’t sure what made her say it; only that some part of her suspected that he needed to hear it.

      Simon paused.

      He didn’t say anything… but his arms tightened on her, and he pressed his lips to her hair.

      “I love you,” she told him again — testing it, feeling it out.

      The response was breathtaking. She watched as the words rippled through him, expanding into a bright, burnished glow of contentment. I need to say that more often. All the time.

      “I love you too,” Simon replied softly. Honest, shameless, and sincere.

      And though she couldn’t see her own aura, Zoe deeply suspected that he had set a glow in her too.
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      Zoe knew she should have been anxious, worried, fretting about Malcolm; but when she woke a few hours later to Simon’s lips on her forehead, she realized that she had fallen asleep anyway. She was still tucked into his arms, resting against his chest. It took her a moment to struggle her way back out of the blissful contentment that had settled into her bones.

      “Zoe,” he murmured softly. “Désolé. I know you’re tired.”

      Zoe blinked a few times, forcing herself further awake. “Problem?” she mumbled.

      “Not… exactly.” Simon frowned distantly. “I’m trying to think, to get ahead of this. You said that Malcolm should be dead — that perhaps he had angered a faerie lord. I know much of Arcadia by now. If you can tell me more about what you saw, perhaps we can retrace his movements.”

      Silence settled over them. Zoe closed her eyes. She was safe, tired, content. The last thing she wanted to do was dive back into that period of her life. But Simon still held her against him — he was warm and comforting, and in the reassuring glow of his aura, those memories seemed at least somewhat less frightening.

      “…okay,” she sighed. “Just… let me think.” Zoe knitted her brow, trying to bring the details to mind — to separate out the useful from the abstract. “…it was dark. Both times, he took me somewhere dark. And not… not just dark, but dark. I don’t know if you know what I mean? I’m not saying this right.” She blew out her breath, frustrated.

      Simon stroked her shoulder reassuringly. “Your Witchsight made it difficult to separate what you saw from what you felt,” he guessed. “You mean to say that the darkness was somehow intrinsic to the realm.”

      Zoe nodded with a grimace. “It was hungry, too. The darkness, I mean. I felt like it was trying to snap off bits of me and eat them. And — and it was cold. Really cold. Even when I got out and Dorian took me in, my fingers didn’t work right for weeks afterward.”

      Simon stilled. Zoe opened her eyes; there was unmistakable recognition on his face. She pushed herself up onto her elbow. “You know it?”

      The warlock nodded slowly. “Blackfrost,” he said quietly. He turned his eyes on her, serious. “How long ago was this?”

      She frowned. “Five years, give or take.”

      Simon took a long, slow breath. Gingerly, he pulled back his arm and settled her back into the bed. “I need to send a message,” he said. He slipped out of bed, and started searching out his clothing. Zoe moved to follow suit, but he reached back to stop her. “I have to step briefly into Arcadia,” Simon said. “You’re in no condition to come with me.” He rummaged for the little golden compass, and turned to press it into her hands. “I won’t be gone long, I promise. I just need to step in to summon up a messenger. But if anything happens, this can take you to the Briars. You won’t enjoy the journey, but you’ll be absolutely safe there.”

      Zoe raised a skeptical eyebrow. “The last guy you sent to the Briars ended up dead,” she observed.

      Simon smiled wryly. “I sent him to a particularly unfortunate area, it’s true. But without specific direction, the compass should take you to the Lady’s favorite garden. Very little dares to wander there except for her.”

      Except for her, Zoe wanted to repeat back to him, with emphasis. But she sighed, and took the compass. “How do I make it work?” she asked.

      “The needle inside is taken from one of the Lady’s prized roses,” he told her. “Touch your power to the edge of it, and it will do the rest.”

      Zoe eyed him warily. “You’re going into Arcadia without this?” she asked.

      Simon leaned down to kiss her gently. “If I needed it, I would take it,” he assured her. He tugged back on his shirt. Zoe sighed, and reached out to toss his scarf to him. He shot her a grateful smile, and butterflies fluttered in her stomach.

      She nearly dragged him back into bed with her.

      Instead, Zoe watched as Simon checked the wards over one more time, and headed out into the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Zoe spent the next hour sitting awake, fully-clothed, with the little golden compass clutched in her hands. She wasn’t proud of the way that she jumped at every little noise, but it was hard not to feel keyed-up while she stared at the door, waiting for Simon to safely return.

      By the end of the hour, all sorts of horrible possibilities began to occur to her. Visions of Simon running into Malcolm prodded at Zoe’s mind, so that she found herself waiting by her plugged-in phone, hesitating over the call button.

      Of course, the phone rang before she could bring herself to press the button. She snatched it up, fumbling to answer. “Yes?” she asked, a bit breathlessly.

      “It’s me,” Simon’s voice assured her. “I’m on my way back. I just thought I’d let you know.”

      Zoe relaxed, letting out a breath. She closed her eyes. “Thanks. I’m, uh. Going a little crazy.”

      “I’m sorry if it took a bit. I suspect I had a small time slip on my way out.”

      A soft knock at the door jolted Zoe. She jumped, staring at it with wide eyes.

      “…Zoe?”

      She swallowed. Her heart thudded sickly in her chest. “That’s not you, is it?” Zoe whispered, more quietly now. Her fingers clenched on the compass.

      “Wait,” Simon told her sharply. “I’m nearly there.”

      Another knock came — this one a bit louder and more emphatic. Zoe frowned. There was some power on the other side, but Simon’s wards were so bright that it was difficult to see very well.

      A voice on the other side of the door spoke, vaguely annoyed. “You called me, warlock. Am I wasting my time?”

      Zoe pushed to her feet, her heart still hammering in her chest. That hadn’t sounded like Malcolm. It was a younger man’s voice — smooth and lilting, with a slight edge. “Are you expecting someone?” she asked Simon.

      “…oh. Damn, that was quicker than I was anticipating,” Simon said. Relief filtered through his voice. “Who did he send?”

      Zoe swallowed, tip-toeing closer to the door. She took a deep breath — forced herself to clear her throat. “Hi,” she managed. “Um. Who is it?”

      A pause followed, on the other side. “I must have the right home,” the voice said, puzzled. “I can feel the Briars in these wards. Who are you?”

      “Someone who can’t let you in,” Zoe admitted. “Can you wait just a moment longer, please?”

      A long-suffering sigh followed. “I am quite busy, I would like you to know. I have all manner of things I would rather be doing right now.” She had the impression, however, that Simon’s prospective guest had settled himself outside of the door.

      A few minutes later, Zoe heard Simon climbing the stairs. A soft, murmured conversation followed. “Zoe?” Simon’s voice filtered through the door. “I’m coming inside. Can you try to stay calm for me? I’m not sure how overwhelming this might be for you.”

      Zoe frowned. “Okay,” she said slowly. She did her best to steel herself against her Witchsight.

      The door opened… and Zoe felt the blood drain from her face.

      Cold, dark, sharp as teeth, pulling at her mind, her flesh—

      The man who stepped inside with Simon was cold as death. He was quite tall, and unnaturally elegant, as most faeries were. His dark hair grew long, and his features had a strange slant to them, though he wasn’t as obviously strange-looking as the Lady of Briars had been. His eyes — a bright, uncanny blue — stared out from the shadows that clung to his pale skin. A crown of shadows flickered upon his brow, hungry to steal her warmth and claw at her soul.

      Zoe stared, breathless. Her fingers clutched the compass, white-knuckled. “I know you,” she whispered.

      Those cold blue eyes turned in her direction. The man at the door paused.

      “…I believe that I know you as well,” he said. “How strange.”

      “Simon,” she said. “This is—”

      “Lord Blackfrost,” Simon finished for her. He moved toward her, taking her hand in his. His fingers were still chilled from outside, but the touch was still comforting. Zoe took in a quick breath. “I’m sorry,” Simon told her. “I wasn’t expecting him to come himself. I would have warned you.”

      Lord Blackfrost gave Simon a disdainful look. “I could leave, if my presence is a bother,” he said dryly, leaning himself against the wall. Zoe blinked. Her Witchsight had assaulted her immediately upon his entrance, but now that she had recovered, she saw that the faerie lord was wearing very normal-looking jeans, along with a black long-sleeved shirt. A scarf was tied around his neck, but it looked painfully superfluous — already, Blackfrost was tugging at it absently, as though it was in his way.

      “I apologize,” Simon offered deferentially. “Your personal presence is an honor, of course. I admit, I’m quite surprised. I was expecting Elaine.”

      Blackfrost heaved a heavy sigh. “Elaine wanted to come,” he said. “Given the subject matter, I would prefer her as far away from this as possible.”

      Zoe knitted her brow. There had been a flicker of… emotion there, as Blackfrost spoke. It was hard to see beneath the mantle of shadows, but it was definitely there. It was far more developed and more complex than the strange emotions she’d seen from the Lady of Briars. “What are you?” she whispered, before she could stop herself.

      Simon and Blackfrost turned to look at her as one. Simon winced. Blackfrost… looked puzzled. “I’m a faerie lord,” he said. “And — generally speaking — people tend to offer me a little bit more deference, given that fact.”

      Zoe shook her head. She knew she should have been frightened — the power in his aura was vast and truly terrible, on the same scale as the Lady. But the crown of shadows upon his head was less wild and elemental than the one that the Lady had worn; sometimes, she saw it flicker madly, trying to escape him, but the faerie lord kept absently reining it in, holding it tightly in check. Simon must have warned him to calm his power, the same way that he had done with the Lady.

      “You’re human,” she said. “Or… something. I don’t understand.”

      Blackfrost raised his eyebrows. “Half-human,” he said. His curiosity piqued. “Aren’t you perceptive.” It was more of a statement than it was a question. When Zoe failed to answer, he tilted his head. “Where have I seen you before?” he asked. “It’s not like I leave Arcadia terribly often.” A frown flickered across his features. “Damn. Did my father imprison you at some point?”

      Zoe shook her head slowly. “I don’t know who your father is,” she said. “But… we’ve met. In Arcadia, I think.” She hesitated, and glanced at Simon. He nodded reassuringly. “My… ugh, I don’t know if I want to call him mentor. Malcolm. He pissed you off pretty bad, I think.”

      Blackfrost’s eyes narrowed. That crown of shadows darkened, and the temperature in the room dropped precipitously. “Him,” the faerie lord spat. “I recall.” He glanced at Simon. “Malcolm is the witch you were talking about? The Scorpio?”

      Simon nodded. “Five years ago. It rang a bell for me. That’s when your father died and you first took the mantle, isn’t it?”

      Blackfrost’s mouth twisted with distaste. “Yes. Some blood-stained witch showed up on my doorstep, asking if I had any prisoners for him. He said he’d had a deal with my father, that he sometimes traded him for victims.” His cold eyes burned. “I let him know that his welcome had lapsed.”

      Simon cleared his throat delicately. “If I may ask… why did you let him go?” Zoe saw politeness warring with frustration in the warlock’s aura. She knew how he felt. You could have stopped all of this before it began. She didn’t dare say it aloud, no matter how congenial the faerie lord had been.

      Blackfrost closed his eyes. He drew in a deep breath. The crown of shadows flickered again, as he forced it back into obeisance. “…I was brand new to the mantle,” he said. The words came reluctantly to him. “I barely had it under control. There was this girl with him, clearly scared. Blackfrost was hungry; when I raged, and she became frightened, the realm decided to try and eat her up. It took what little control I had to hold it back from her.” He opened his eyes, and knitted his brow. “You. That was you, wasn’t it?”

      Zoe’s heart sank. Oh god. “I’m… I’m the reason Malcolm got away?” she whispered.

      Simon squeezed her shoulder. “Don’t,” he said softly. “Remember? This isn’t your fault.”

      Blackfrost grimaced. “I sent a snow maiden after him. They’re deadly creatures, in case you didn’t know. She didn’t come back; but he never came back to Blackfrost, either.” His gaze softened on Zoe. “I sent someone after you too — to make sure you found your way out. I’m sorry I couldn’t do more at the time.”

      Zoe swallowed hard. “Thank you,” she said. “I know I shouldn’t say those words to a faerie, but… I wasn’t in my right mind at the time. I always wondered how I made it back through the Hedge without something killing me.”

      She saw a flicker of respect go through Simon. “I’m grateful that you did that,” the warlock said to Blackfrost. “If you find yourself in need of a favor in the future, I may well oblige.”

      The faerie lord shook his head helplessly. “Elaine is right. You’re hopeless, Simon. You do remember that I nearly killed you recently?”

      Zoe’s mouth dropped open. Her gratitude vanished. “You what?” The memory of those black, awful injuries on Simon came roaring back. She glared at Blackfrost. “That was you?”

      Simon reached out to stop her, and she realized she’d started to step forward to give the faerie lord a piece of her mind. “Ah… I provoked him,” the warlock said sheepishly. “It’s a very long story.”

      “Oh please,” Zoe said witheringly. “I’ve never seen you provoke a fly.” She crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes at Blackfrost, who had the good grace to look sheepish. He coughed.

      “We’ll call it even,” the faerie lord told Simon. “In any case… if you’ve found the little bastard, that’s even better. I never was fond of that loose thread. Especially when I realized what might have happened if he’d shown up just a few weeks prior. Elaine was still a prisoner at the time.” His eyes narrowed. “Do me the courtesy of telling me where he is, and he’ll cease to be a problem.”

      Simon sighed. “Damn,” he said. “I was hoping you might be able to tell me. He’s been in the area, but I’m not sure where he is now. I suspect he’s been walking in and out of Arcadia to get around.” Zoe gave Simon a curious look, and he shrugged. “The Hidden Path connected up not too far from the cemetery. I found it during my walk. Malcolm probably used it to dump Vivienne’s body.”

      Blackfrost frowned. “I have some useful servants,” he said. “But they don’t play well with the Lower World. I'd be worried they might eat someone if I ask them to search within the city.” He considered. “I can keep an eye on the Paths closest to Blackfrost. Your city connects up all over the Hedge, so some of the Paths are far outside of my reach — but I can at least limit his options.”

      Simon nodded. “It’s more than I have any right to ask,” he said. “I appreciate it.”

      Blackfrost narrowed those cold blue eyes. “If he shows his face again, send word. I can’t always come in person, but I have… a keen interest, let’s say.”

      “You aren’t the only one,” Simon told him. “You may have to fight the Lady of Briars for his head.”

      Blackfrost grinned. “That woman’s never liked me anyway,” he said. He inclined his head — first toward Simon, and then toward Zoe. “Now, if you don’t mind… I’ve left Elaine long enough. With my luck, she’s probably tamed the worgs by now.” There was a soft, helpless glow in him as he said the woman’s name, though, and Zoe deeply suspected that Blackfrost couldn’t care less what she did, as long as he got back and saw her again.

      Simon smiled at the faerie lord in a way that suggested he knew that. “Please say hello for me,” he said.

      Lord Blackfrost scoffed. “What do I look like, a petty faerie messenger?” he asked. But there was no real bite to the words. He waved his hand. His cold blue eyes flashed one more time — and then, in the space of a breath, the darkest realm of Arcadia reached out for him.

      The sight of it, even for a moment, was enough to make Zoe quaver. The cold, biting shadows were straight out of her darkest memories. For just an instant, she felt the weight of the place — the sheer, seething intensity of its hunger. It recognized her, she thought. It still wanted her.

      But the Lord Blackfrost she had just met was a different creature from the one that had first confronted Malcolm. As the shadows enveloped him, he reached out with his will and forced the realm to heel with a minor, contemptuous effort. The hungry realm flinched back from her, cowed.

      The last she saw of the faerie lord was a glimmer of those cold eyes, cutting through the darkness… and then, finally, he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s something, at least,” Simon observed. He pushed a cup over toward Zoe; she took it, warming her hands on the mug. They’d settled in at the small kitchen table in the corner of the loft, stewing over a pot of fresh lavender tea.

      “A wicked faerie lord has monsters sitting on a bunch of the Paths to Montreal, waiting to eat Malcolm,” Zoe said. “That’s way more than something.” She chewed on her lip. “Hell, Malcolm has two faerie lords now that want his head. He’s good at dancing, but I don’t know if he can dance that well.”

      Simon frowned. “Well… the Lady doesn’t know yet,” he said apologetically. “I had hoped that Lord Blackfrost could tell me more about where Malcolm had gone and why, before I bring her up-to-date. She’s terribly unreasonable, when it comes to all of this. If I tell her how close Malcolm is, she may… overreact.”

      Zoe eyed him, considering. “Like… how bad are we talking?” she asked.

      Simon cringed. “I really don’t know,” he admitted. “Let’s just say I’m hoping that Malcolm is in Arcadia when she finds out. I don’t think she has much of an appreciation for collateral damage.”

      “Magical nuke,” Zoe muttered. She didn’t laugh, though. The idea chilled her. “Shit. I didn’t even think of that angle. The Lady’s gonna go on the warpath, isn’t she?”

      Simon nodded soberly. “It pains me to say it, but I have to keep this from her as long as I can. If I can bring Malcolm to her directly, it would prevent a lot of terrible things from happening. Until then, I can’t help but feel like I’m on a bit of a ticking clock.”

      Zoe sighed, frustrated. “I don’t know where he is,” she said. “We moved around a lot — never stayed in one place too long. But Vivienne’s body, the trap he left for me… those were both messages. He wants something from me, and he’s come to collect.”

      Simon knitted his brow. “But collect what? Surely this can’t be just because of the work he’s put into you. Wouldn’t it be simpler for him at this point just to cut his losses and start over?”

      “I don’t know!” Zoe burst out. She pushed her face into her hands. “Believe me, I’m wracking my brain. The only thing I have that he doesn’t is my enhanced Witchsight — and that was technically a screw-up. He admitted to me that it didn’t go the way he wanted. I know he’s duplicated the experiment on himself by now. Hell, he was in a hurry, but he still managed to steal something from Vivienne.”

      A thought occurred to her, and she groaned, clenching her fingers in her hair. “Ugh. I basically handed her over to him on a silver platter, didn’t I? I’ve been thinking that he might have put something in my blood — that he might have tracked me somehow when I used that blood magic. But afterward, I was hiding behind wards, and she still had some of my blood in her.”

      Simon considered her seriously. “What does that mean?” he asked. “What is it you think Malcolm stole from Vivienne?”

      Zoe pressed her lips together. “If he wasn’t looking for something complex, it would just be a top-off for him. Scorpio can use other people’s blood as an anchor, if we get our hands on it. Vampire blood would be particularly potent. But Vivienne didn’t have a lot of blood left in her at that point, so he’d probably have to rip away her life and convert it into fuel for himself. That would be less efficient, but it would still do the job.” She took a breath. “If he used the ritual he was working on, though… he’d have some of her abilities. Maybe he’d be stronger or faster. He can’t drink blood to fuel himself like Vivienne did, but he’s got magic in his own blood, so that might be enough. I really hope he didn’t do the full ritual with her. If he managed to steal a vampire’s power… that means he’s advanced his knowledge a lot since I last saw him.”

      Simon stilled. “How quick would that ritual be?” he asked quietly. “Would… would it be painful?”

      Zoe looked up at him. Sharp, sudden guilt stabbed her in the chest. Oh, fuck. How could I forget? I’m such an idiot. “It…” She swallowed. “It’s a battle of wills. It takes him time, effort. Even an unconscious person’s soul will fight him for every inch. It’s why he prefers his victims already weakened.”

      Black grief wound through Simon’s aura. “You didn’t answer the second question,” he observed softly.

      Zoe’s chest ached. She wanted to lie. But there was no point. He knew. “…yeah,” she said miserably. “Yeah, it… didn’t sound pleasant.”

      Simon’s fingers tightened on his own mug.

      “Hey,” Zoe said. Simon looked up at her. There was a deep, awful anguish in those green eyes, though, that utterly scattered anything she might have planned on saying. “…fuck,” she muttered. “I… I don’t know what to say, Simon. I wish I did. I wish I had a way to end this.”

      She paused on that. A terrible idea came into her mind.

      “…well. Maybe—”

      “No.” Simon spoke before she’d even finished the thought. “If you’re about to suggest that we use you as bait, Zoe, you’d be better off not speaking.”

      Zoe chewed on her lower lip. “…look, Simon,” she said. “I don’t know what he wants. All I know is that whatever it is, I clearly have it. I’m not sure, but I suspect that he’s got a way of tracking me when I use my blood. That’s not nothing. It means we might be able to control when and where he shows up, instead of waiting for him to choose the fight.”

      “No,” Simon repeated emphatically. Anger flickered through him. “You’re rushing things because you feel guilty, Zoe. But we don’t have to rush. I’ll talk to Dorian. I’ll talk to the Lady, to Blackfrost. We’ll continue restricting his movements, cutting off his avenues of escape—”

      “—and in the meantime, other people will die!” Zoe burst out. “You get that, don’t you? The more we pressure Malcolm, the more likely it is that he’ll need to top off!”

      “Then other people will die!” Simon yelled, shoving to his feet. “But those other people won’t be you!”

      Zoe stared at him, shocked.

      Simon paled. A shiver of horror flickered over him. Slowly, he sank back into his chair. He pressed his face into his hands.

      “I…” His voice shook, hoarse. “I’m a horrible person.”

      Zoe pushed to her feet. Gingerly, she reached out to take his hands, pulling them away from his face. “You are the least horrible person I know,” she told him quietly. “You’ve got every reason to find this frightening, Simon. I get it. I promise.”

      His hands tightened on hers. “I can’t take this happening again,” Simon whispered. “I barely got through it the first time.”

      Zoe’s heart clenched. She let go of his hands to wind her arms around him, tugging him closer. This isn’t fair, she thought. None of this is fair to him. But I can’t make it better.

      A knee-jerk guilt flooded through her… but then, oddly, it receded. This is Malcolm’s fault, Zoe realized. All of it. He owns this… and I’m going to make sure he’s stopped.

      “We can sort this tomorrow, okay?” Zoe said softly. “We’re not doing anything else in the middle of the night anyway. We’ll sit down with Dorian — I’ll get him up-to-date on Malcolm, just leave out the ritual stuff. Maybe he’ll have some idea I don’t.”

      Simon let out a breath. He stood, and drew her in, holding onto her for a long moment. Zoe leaned her cheek against his chest, listening to his heartbeat.

      Eventually, she pulled him back to bed, tangling herself back up in his arms. Zoe was painfully aware of him lying awake, imagining worst-case scenarios. She wanted to distract him, to talk about nicer things… but the moment her head hit the pillow, she felt her body giving up, searching for what little relief it could manage.
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      Zoe woke up for the second time in Simon’s bed. She stretched lightly, tugging the covers further around herself. He has a better bed than I do, she thought dimly. She reached out to find him, but there was only a warm spot next to her where Simon had recently slept; she felt his presence nearby, still faintly upset. His agitation pressed against her waking mind, and she sighed, opening her eyes.

      Simon had turned on a lamp and settled himself at the table again, chin in hand. He'd spread a map of the city across the table, and scribbled a few notes in a notebook next to it, but his mind was clearly far away. Zoe took just a moment to drink in the sight of him. His white-blond hair was still attractively mussed from sleep; his bright green eyes were just a little unfocused, and she realized he’d left his glasses on the bedside table. He’d put on a button-down and slacks already, but the top buttons of the shirt were still undone, exposing the line of his neck.

      A possessive curl of lust went through her as she thought about pressing her mouth to that skin — followed quickly by a sore reminder between her legs. Zoe frowned. Stress had clearly sent her desire into overdrive… but then, she didn’t feel any particular need to correct it.

      She pushed out of bed, and padded over toward Simon. Before he had much time to notice her, she’d climbed into his lap, settled her legs on either side of him, and dipped her head to nibble at the side of his neck.

      Simon sucked in his breath. A startled jolt went through him; when she glanced up, she saw that his face had flushed with an adorable hint of embarrassment, mixed with slowly-dawning desire. “Good… um. Good morning,” he mumbled. His fingers closed on her hip, steadying her.

      Zoe smiled slowly. “I mean… it could be,” she suggested.

      A bit of that agitation fell away from him, distracted by the insinuation. Zoe let her mouth drop lower; she unfastened the next button down on his shirt. Simon threaded his fingers through her hair, breathing in. “We should probably focus on…”

      “…yeah, anything else,” Zoe agreed. She undid another button. “But I don’t think either of us is super focused at the moment. And it might be a long day.” She glanced up at him, and raised an eyebrow. “I probably need another shower anyway. Want to help?”
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        * * *

      

      Zoe liked to think of herself as a quick learner. By the time they’d finished in the shower, the water had gone cold — but, she noted with satisfaction, there was a lot less tension in Simon’s body.

      Technically, she had a bag of her own clothing, courtesy of their stopover at her place the night before, but she casually stole Simon’s button-down shirt anyway. Wisely, he went searching for another shirt, instead of protesting the matter.

      Zoe rolled up the overlong sleeves as she settled in at the kitchen table, looking over the map there. “These are the Paths in Montreal?” she asked.

      “The ones of which I know, anyway,” Simon replied. “But I have a fairly comprehensive knowledge at this point.”

      Zoe raised her eyebrow at the neatly-numbered dots on the map. There were many more than she’d been expecting. Granted, she hadn’t spent nearly as much time as Simon had done combing through the city to search out its Paths. “Well, they don’t call you the Wanderer of Arcadia for nothing, I’m guessing,” Zoe murmured, impressed.

      Simon frowned lightly. “I’ve never liked that title,” he admitted. “Wanderer implies a certain amount of randomness. If I was really wandering around Arcadia without a plan, I doubt I’d have lasted this long.”

      “The Methodical Explorer of Arcadia just doesn’t roll off the tongue quite as well,” Zoe teased. She tapped the dot next to the Mount Royal Cemetery. “This is the one you think Malcolm used to dump Vivienne’s body?” she asked.

      Simon nodded. “It leads into a part of the Hedge that’s often close to Blackfrost. I doubt he’ll be able to use it again.”

      “Often close to Blackfrost?” Zoe said. “Shit, Arcadia moves around?”

      Simon shrugged. “Our world — what faeries call the Lower World — is a lot more fixed in place. Arcadia plays by different rules; most of what happens there is influenced by the faerie lords and their whims. But if you know the faerie lords, you can generally predict their location. For example, the Lady keeps the Briars away from unpleasant sights and smells. The realm of Blackfrost naturally sinks toward other cold, dark places in Arcadia, unless its lord desires otherwise. Lately, he’s been keeping Blackfrost near a particular Path in the Hedge that leads back to Toronto. Er… as a courtesy to Elaine.”

      Zoe caught herself leaning in toward him with interest. She blinked, oddly embarrassed. In theory, she’d always known that Simon was considered a fantastic expert on Arcadia… but it hadn’t sunk in until now just how much that entailed. I’m listening to an expert on the subject, she thought. That’s cool as hell.

      Simon glanced at her. His brow knitted. “What?”

      “What?” Zoe repeated.

      He flushed. “You’re looking at me a certain way. I’m not sure what it is I said.”

      Zoe grinned. “I think I’m getting fond of Professor Leclair,” she said. “Don’t worry, I’m an adult — I can pay attention and enjoy it.”

      Simon’s flush deepened, and she decided that she liked that, too. He coughed. “Well. Uh. I’ve been considering the possibility that I might tag the most likely Paths that Blackfrost hasn’t covered, so we know when they’re opened.”

      Zoe raised her eyebrows. “You can do that?” she said.

      “I can — it’s a Sagittarius trick I came up with after a lot of experimentation.” He shot her a rueful smile. “I’m afraid it wouldn’t work very well for you, as a Scorpio. You’ll just have to make do with being every vampire’s worst nightmare come to life.”

      “Hm,” Zoe said. “I’ll manage somehow.” She chewed on her lower lip. “Malcolm’s better than me,” she admitted. “Even at my best, I’d find him hard to deal with. But… if I can get my hands on his blood, I can still really wreck his day.” She shot Simon a wary look. “The opposite is true too — to an even greater extent. If he gets my blood, I’m toast. He’s got a hell of a lot of experience pulling my strings.”

      Simon nodded, as though he’d already factored that in. “Then we keep you far away from him,” he said. “And try to get you what you need.”

      Zoe’s cell phone rang; she headed over to pick it up, and sighed at the caller ID. “Damn, Dorian’s really on this first thing tomorrow idea. I figured he’d at least head to the office first.”

      Simon frowned down at the map. “You wanted to talk with him anyway,” he said. “Better sooner than later.”

      Zoe pursed her lips, and picked up the call. “I know you’re a morning person,” she said. “But some of us prefer waiting for the sun to finish coming up, Dorian.”

      “Zoe.”

      Her heart stopped.

      The voice on the other end was not Dorian’s.

      “Oh, excellent,” said Malcolm. “I seem to have your attention.”
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        * * *

      

      “Where is Dorian?” Zoe said quietly. Somehow, she managed to keep her voice from shaking.

      Simon glanced at her sharply. Silently, she shook her head at him.

      “Your wards have improved.” Malcolm ignored the question. “I’m very impressed. You’ve been practicing.”

      Zoe steadied herself against the arm of the couch. Her mouth was dry. “It’s been a while,” she said. “I wasn’t going to sit on my hands forever.”

      Her mind still hadn’t stopped reeling. It was one thing to know that Malcolm was out there — it was another thing entirely to hear his voice again. Some desperate instinct kept Zoe talking, reminding her that Dorian was in danger, and she needed to know more.

      Simon had moved toward her, eating up the space between them in a few long strides. Zoe wasn’t sure exactly what her face looked like at the moment, but it must have been bad; she could see the flare of fear and concern in him. She shook her head at him again quickly, raising a finger to her lips.

      “It’s good to see you haven’t fallen too far behind,” Malcolm observed. “In any case, I hope you don’t mind — I’ve taken the liberty of repurposing your work.” His tone was genial, if distant. That didn’t mean he had no intention of hurting her — or anyone else. It had rarely stopped him before.

      Zoe’s blood ran cold. “You stole my wards?” she managed hoarsely. How? How had he done that? He’d never even mentioned that was possible.

      “I only taught you so much before you left, Zoe,” Malcolm admonished her. “Did you think you’d learned everything there is to know already? I gave you your gifts late in life. When it comes to magic, you’re still a child.” He paused. “Or perhaps an adolescent. This rebellion of yours may yet pass, with a stronger hand.”

      Zoe’s throat closed up. She couldn’t breathe. He was going to drag her back. He was going to put her back in the dark—

      Simon’s fingers closed around hers, warm and reassuring. She breathed in, shaky.

      I’m not alone, this time. I’m not a clueless mortal jumping into the deep end.

      This time will be different.

      “Where is Dorian?” she asked again.

      Malcolm paused. “He’s a fascinating creature, isn’t he? I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like him before. Is he a warlock of some kind?”

      Zoe’s chest clenched. Fuck. Dorian was unique. Malcolm loved new and interesting things. “Do you have him or not?” she asked clearly.

      Malcolm sighed. “One would think you would be more appreciative to hear me alive and less worried over a one-time employer. But yes, I have him. Does that bother you, Zoe?”

      There was no point in hiding it. He knew, anyway. “Yes, it bothers me. Don’t hurt him. He doesn’t know anything about you. He’s been good to me.”

      “I’ll consider it,” Malcolm said. “But if you want to have any input on my decisions, Zoe, you will need to offer it in person. I am planning on leaving this office before the hour is up. If you’re not here by then, I suppose I’ll be taking the lawyer instead.” She heard the vague smile in his voice. “I think you should come alone, Zoe. These wards could be quite unpleasant to anyone else who walks through the door.”

      “Wait, Malcolm—”

      The line went dead.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re not going alone,” Simon said.

      “I’m not stupid enough to suggest it,” Zoe replied. She rummaged for the iron she’d retrieved from her condo, checking through it. There were a few small, pre-prepared anchors, and a backup charm Zoe kept around for Jasmine, in case hers ever failed. She plucked the blunted nail from the little wooden box. “Got a knife?” she asked Simon.

      He passed her a kitchen knife from the counter — blanched and glanced away, as she slit her forefinger open. “What are you doing?” he asked. “You’re still low on magic, aren’t you?”

      Zoe smeared her blood over the nail, taking in a long breath. “There’s already magic in here,” she said. “I’m just… tweaking it.” The magic in her blood sank into the nail, dissolving in a red mist as she watched with her Witchsight. She blocked out the rest of the world, honing in on the spell inside the nail — pulling, twisting, turning its protections outward instead of inward.

      When she came back to the moment, Simon was next to her. He was disinfecting her cut, tucking a band-aid around it. Zoe laughed — half-desperate, half-pleased, and feeling utterly absurd. “You know this is probably coming off again soon,” she told him.

      Simon pressed her fingers to his lips with a worried smile. “It’s on for now,” he said.

      Zoe pressed the blunted nail into his hand, holding his eyes. “Malcolm’s stolen my wards. I don’t know how he did it, so I don’t know if I can steal them back. The wards will give him more power over you already, but the moment you start trying to use magic, they’ll contract on you. I think this should give you enough breathing room for one good sucker-punch, though.”

      Simon nodded grimly. “We can’t face him there,” he said. “The wards are too much of a disadvantage. If I’ve only got one chance, then I’ll need to use it to take us all to the Briars, the way the Lady does it. It won’t be a pleasant journey — but it’s not deadly, either.”

      Zoe checked the time. “Shit. We haven’t got long.” She shoved to her feet, grabbing her borrowed coat.

      “You think Malcolm will really leave without you?” Simon asked. “He went to some trouble to find you already.”

      “He’ll do it,” Zoe said shortly. “He doesn’t make idle threats. He’ll take Dorian and do… whatever he’s planning to do.” Her blood ran cold. She couldn’t bring herself to speculate. “Then maybe he’ll come back and ask nicely again, once he’s convinced me he’s serious.”

      She headed for the door — but just as she reached it, Simon grabbed her, tugging her in. His lips came down on hers; he pressed her back into the door.

      Zoe accepted the stolen moment, letting herself fall into him. He was still a bright jumble of emotions, but she could see the steady glow that underpinned it all now, strong and reassuring. Whatever else Simon felt, it grew out of a warm, steady love — love for the world around him, for the people he knew, for her. Zoe knew that glow would never change, never disappear. It was a comforting constant she could cling to.

      Simon broke away from the kiss — but he held her eyes. “I won’t let him take you again,” he promised. There was a certainty in his voice that made her believe him.

      Zoe leaned up onto her toes to kiss him back. She forced down her fear, determined. “I won’t let him take me either,” she said. “So let’s worry about getting Dorian back and gift-wrapping that son of a bitch for your Lady.”
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        * * *

      

      They arrived at Dorian’s office with eight minutes to spare.

      The sun had just finished coming up. A lucky taxi on the way there had cut down travel time and given Zoe a chance to catch her breath. Her stomach still churned as they approached the front.

      The office lived down a quiet nook of the Old Port, neighbored by one of the district’s ubiquitous upscale cafés. Zoe gave the other door a wary look as they approached; it was hard for a witch to cause too much collateral damage unless they were in Arcadia, where ideas were made real. But magical fallout wasn’t entirely out of the question, especially with three of them in such a close space.

      “He’s got to have some sort of escape plan,” Zoe muttered. “Otherwise we’d just be able to wait him out. Where’s the closest Path from here, Simon?”

      “Probably the Court of Appeals,” Simon said. “It comes out into the Hedge near Fool’s Hope. That’s certainly far enough away from Blackfrost that Malcolm would be able to use it.”

      Zoe cast her eyes quickly over the front door. Her wards still thrummed there, tangled into the iron hidden behind the doorframe… but as she prodded at them with her magic, they flared, reaching out for her in a way that they shouldn’t have done. She pulled back, wary. “God damn it. He really did it. He stole my wards.”

      But how? She’d spent years slowly improving the intricate web on the office. The wards should have been keyed to her personally. Unless…

      Zoe reached out again — more firmly this time. The wards responded reluctantly to her touch, though she felt them fighting her each step of the way. Her eyes narrowed. “He’s impersonating me. I don’t know how he’s doing it, but he’s mimicked my magical signature, convinced the wards that he’s me. I can fight him on it, but it’s only a matter of time until I lose.” She pressed her lips together. “He’ll know I’m here now. You got that charm I gave you?”

      “I have it,” Simon confirmed.

      “Good. Hold onto it.” She studied the subtle, blood-red net around the doorframe. “Stay out here, give me a minute or two. Once I see Dorian, I’m going to try to steal the wards back from Malcolm. I won’t succeed, but it might distract him enough that he won’t notice you coming in after me.”

      Simon opened his mouth to argue, but Zoe shook her head at him. “I know,” she said. “But come on, we’ve only got one chance at this. If you don’t absolutely nail him to the Briars the very first time, we’re both screwed.”

      The warlock let out his breath. She saw him fight himself for an extra moment… but finally, he nodded reluctantly. “Two minutes,” Simon told her. “Absolutely no more than that.”

      Zoe plucked the band-aid from her finger — she pressed at the cut until it bled again, and swiped the blood across the front door, sinking her magic back into the wards. As she opened the door, the wards parted for her… though she wasn’t entirely certain it was her own doing.

      The office was still dark; a single lamp had been left on in Dorian’s office, behind the frosted glass door. Zoe headed for the back office, keenly aware of her time ticking down. She was absolutely certain that Simon would be in after her the second her two minutes were up.

      “Well?” she called out. “You wanted me here. I’m here.”

      “A bit overdramatic, aren’t we?” Malcolm’s voice drifted through the darkness. The keenness of his presence struck her. He was here. He was alive, just beyond that door.

      And maybe Dorian. The thought steeled her. She forced herself forward, pushing open the door to the back office.

      The tall floor lamp next to Dorian’s desk backlit Malcolm’s thin, wiry form; his dated but dignified suit wouldn’t have seemed out-of-place even among Dorian’s more upscale clientele. His salt-and-pepper hair was more pepper than Zoe remembered — the once-deep lines around his face had lightened, so that he looked younger than ever. The thought unnerved her… but not quite as much as the sight of his mismatched red-and-black eyes. You had black eyes, Zoe thought. What the hell is this?

      Malcolm’s aura was… unstable. That was the only word she could find to describe it. Once, it had been calm and implacable — but now, she saw hints of strange movement just beneath the surface. A flicker of tempestuous air. A hint of bloodlust. A touch of verdant green that stirred a sickness in her stomach. Rose, she thought. Oh, god, that’s Rose’s power, isn’t it?

      “What have you done to yourself?” Zoe whispered.

      Malcolm raised an eyebrow in her direction. Slowly, a smile tugged across his face. “You can see it,” he said. “Of course you can. I should expect no less.” Something else wavered across his aura then… relief? “Finally,” Malcolm sighed. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you, young lady.”

      Zoe searched the room quickly, desperate for a glimpse of Dorian — but she didn’t need to look far. The lawyer was collapsed on the small leather sofa in the corner. The awful pallor of his face sent a thread of alarm through Zoe at first — but his chest was rising and falling ever-so-slowly, and his aura still possessed that unique blankness that she had come to associate with him. To be that blank, he needed a soul. To have a soul, he needed to be alive.

      She started for Dorian quickly — but Malcolm stepped ever-so-calmly into her way, and she came up short. Her breath caught in her throat. Don’t let him touch you!

      Malcolm’s smile was still there, genuinely pleased. Zoe didn’t want to guess what had caused that pleasure. “So worried?” he asked. “Why is that, Zoe? What is he to you?”

      Zoe clenched her fingers into her hands. She didn’t respond to the question. “What did you do to him?” she asked. The anger slowly unfurling in her stomach had briefly overtaken her fear.

      “I gave you a time limit,” Malcolm replied. “It wasn’t for nothing. I set a shadow in his blood. I’d give him… a quarter hour? Half an hour, perhaps.” He considered her thoughtfully. “I doubt you’ll be able to remove it from him, in your current state. But I’ll be sure to see to his recovery once we’re safely in Arcadia.”

      Zoe felt herself go pale. “But… you need him,” she said. “You said he’s unique. If he dies too quickly, you can’t take anything from him!”

      Malcolm shook his head slowly. “Fascinating as he is, my dear, he isn’t what I need. I’ve done with taking power for the moment.” His mismatched eyes sharpened on her. “I need you, Zoe. You and your Witchsight.”

      His shivering aura stirred again. Zoe stared at him.

      Oh… god.

      “You’re going insane,” she whispered. “You’ve taken too many things that don’t belong to you. You’re trying to undo it now.”

      Malcolm sighed heavily. “You were a blank canvas,” he said. “The ritual worked differently for you. I can still change it, perfect it… but I’ll need to start over, unstitch these failures first.” He shook his head, pained. “Such an awful waste.”

      Zoe pressed her lips together. She shook her head quickly. “I’m not helping you,” she said. “I won’t do that for you. I sure as hell won’t help you try and do all this again.”

      Malcolm laughed. There was a quiet instability to the sound that set Zoe’s teeth on edge. “Oh, Zoe,” he said. “I’ve missed you. I’ve missed seeing the world through your eyes — it’s like rediscovering the world entirely, every time I have the chance to teach you something.” He sighed again. “I have other options — more costly options. But I trust you more. You will help me. I know you — and now, I know what you value.” He gestured toward Dorian’s shivering form, and Zoe swallowed hard.

      His escape plan. This was it. It made sense, of course. No matter how many allies Zoe brought with her, there was nothing she could do if she needed Malcolm’s cooperation to save Dorian.

      “You left before I could teach you the other side of the game, Zoe,” Malcolm observed, with that pleasant, patronizing smile. “Today, I am playing the poison. Step one: limit your opponent’s time and resources. Step two: ensure that you can choose your battleground. Step three… complete your control.”

      The words hung in the air between them. Zoe closed her eyes. I’m a kid, she thought dully. A stupid little kid. I was never going to win against him.

      “Mange de la marde.” Zoe’s eyes flew open. Somehow, Dorian had managed to crack open his eyes; there was a feverish glint to the normal steely grey there. He fixed his gaze on Zoe, and she saw iron determination there. “Tue l’osti de criss.”

      Kill the motherfucker.

      Zoe shook her head at him, aghast. Malcolm paused — a flicker of irritation shot through his aura, and she realized that he hadn’t understood a single word.

      “Tu es empoisonné,” she stumbled haltingly. “Il peut te sauver.” You’re poisoned. He can save you.

      “I’ve… been fished?” Dorian gasped, deliberately misinterpreting her accent. He laughed, and Zoe’s mouth dropped open.

      “You — you’re making fun of my French right now?” she demanded. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      Dorian choked on another laugh. “Je comprends,” he told her. I understand. “Tue le,” he repeated.

      Kill the motherfucker.

      “Broadening your linguistic skills, I see,” Malcolm observed. That hint of irritation remained. He suspected that Zoe was trying to one-up him, but his pride wouldn’t allow him to admit she might succeed. He inclined his head toward the door. “Shall we depart, before your lawyer does?”

      Zoe clenched her jaw. Tears blurred her vision. I’m not going to be the reason someone else dies. Just the thought of causing Dorian’s death, when she knew she could save him…

      He’d taken her in without question — given her a home, her first semblance of a family. She needed him in the world with her.

      I can’t do it. I’m sorry.

      “Let’s go,” Zoe said hoarsely. “Time’s wasting.”

      She walked past Malcolm for the couch, keenly aware of the nearness of his magic. She halfway expected him to reach out and touch her… but instead, he stepped aside to let her pass.

      Zoe knelt down next to the couch, slinging Dorian’s arm over her shoulders. He staggered to his feet, half-unwilling. It was clear that Dorian didn’t intend to do her any favors — he leaned his full weight upon her, and she had to stumble against the desk to hold him up.

      “I won’t play along with this game,” Dorian said wearily. “I greatly dislike the rules... and the stakes.”

      A tremor overtook his body. Zoe bit her lip, worried. “Couldn’t you be a stubborn ass just a little bit later?” she muttered.

      A ghost of a smile crossed Dorian’s lips. “Perish the thought.” His fingers tightened on her shoulder for a moment, and Zoe pressed her lips together. There was no hint of emotion in his aura… but for once, she thought, she didn’t need to see it there to guess. He’s going to delay this as long as he can. He wants to die before we get to the Path, so I don’t have any reason to stay.

      The thought sent a roil of panic into her stomach. Malcolm was still watching, waiting. Zoe felt the edge of the situation hanging over them. Simon would be there soon, any moment. Somehow, she had to make this work.

      The answer came to her mind like a lightning bolt.

      “Dorian,” she said. “J’ai un secret pour toi.”

      The lawyer paused, long and considering. Fevered grey eyes met hers, suddenly clear and calm. “De quelle valeur?” he rasped. Of what value is your secret?

      “Very valuable,” Zoe whispered.

      The Lady of Briars had given the deepest secret of her heart in the hopes that one day Dorian might tell her what Zoe knew.

      “Malcolm a tué Rose Leclair,” she said softly.

      “That,” Dorian breathed quietly, “is very valuable indeed.”

      Zoe felt the moment that the magic took hold. She’d often found herself adjacent to Dorian’s peculiar lack of aura before — but never had she been the direct target of its power before. It extended toward her, winding her soul in silence and stillness. The truth of her words was weighed, considered… and exchanged. She became aware of a great and terrible debt owed to her in the place of those words, whispering at the back of her mind.

      On any other day, at any other time, Zoe would have quavered at the feeling of that power brushing up against her soul. But she didn’t have the luxury for that right now. Her mind whirled, trying to pick out the proper French for what she wanted — but she knew the jig was up as Malcolm’s dark eyes turned furious. “Give me the true name of someone who can save you,” she blurted out instead.

      Many things happened then in quick succession.

      Blood dribbled from Malcolm’s hand, plinking softly onto the floor of the office. A bitter, pungent scent swirled through the air, strong enough to cloy at their lungs. Dorian coughed on the words about to leave his tongue, gasping for breath. A bright and terrible kaleidoscope reached out for them from across Arcadia, assaulting Zoe’s Witchsight with a riot of crazed and clashing images.

      Dimly, Zoe felt the wards on the office contract as someone entered. Simon, she thought, though she couldn’t pick him out among the din.

      Tendrils of that blazing faerie madness closed around Malcolm — and then around Zoe and Dorian. Zoe buried her face in Dorian’s shoulder, clinging to his empty aura in pure desperation while the tempest swirled around them.

      Somewhere in the midst of that storm, she felt Simon’s glow. His hand brushed against hers, firmly closing her fingers around a tiny, familiar golden compass.

      Zoe screamed his name.

      And the world tore in half.
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      Everything was alive.

      A choking array of imagery and colors assaulted Zoe’s Witchsight. The scent of fresh rain and spring lilies overwhelmed so much at first that she thought Simon had to be nearby — but as she opened her eyes, she realized that she’d been set down in a wild patch of white lilies.

      All around her, flowers bloomed. Roses and jasmine climbed over great green trees that were taller than anything Zoe had ever seen in the real world. Snatches of a strange green sky filtered here and there between the leaves and petals; a bright, otherworldly sun hung still in the sky like a bauble pinned to a canvas. Wind whispered through the trees, but there was an unnerving quality to it — the feeling that if one listened just closely enough, it might be trying to say something intelligible.

      Everything was alive. And everything hurt.

      Zoe turned, curling her head into her arms with a pitiful moan. She felt as though she’d been squeezed into a ball and then unfolded again. Her stomach threatened to empty itself of the little bit of tea she’d had that morning. Worse still, her mind cringed back from the sheer unearthly splendor of the world around her. Too-bright sensations assaulted her from every direction, clawing at her awareness. The hard surface of Simon’s compass pressed against her hand, cool and steady… but the warlock himself was nowhere to be found.

      Nearby, another groan penetrated her misery. Zoe cracked open her eyes again. Dorian’s normally-dignified form was laid out across a painful-looking bed of roses. A few red scratches stained his suit, mixed with the faint shadow of Malcolm’s wicked poison. His skin had gone even more deathly pale than before.

      Zoe crawled toward him, doing her best to ignore her body’s protests. Partway there, her stomach finally buckled and gave up its miserly contents. As she heaved and gasped for breath, the hard reality set in.

      Simon’s not here.

      Dorian is dying.

      I can’t save him.

      The panic set her stomach roiling again; she found herself dry heaving, desperately trying to regain control of her physical responses.

      If Simon wasn’t here… that meant that he was probably elsewhere in Arcadia. He was in whatever mad, disjointed realm it was that Malcolm had called to his aid. Simon was probably in a similar physical condition from the journey, incapable of protecting himself from whatever denizens waited there.

      Zoe buried her face in Dorian’s chest, gasping in shallow, shuddering breaths.

      I didn’t want this. I didn’t want anyone else to die for me.

      “I’m so sorry,” she sobbed. “I’m… I’m so…”

      Dorian didn’t reply. For the first time since she’d met him, that cool, unbothered aura had responded to something: it was fading.

      “Lady!” Zoe coughed on the word, barely able to rasp it out. “Lady of the Briars!” The words echoed weakly — easily drowned out by the whispering of the trees.

      The Lady of Briars did not respond.

      Zoe reached down to grasp at the bandage on her wrist. She tore at it with shaking fingers, prying at the skin beneath. It didn’t take much effort to disturb the grisly injury that Vivienne had left there.

      “I’m not letting you die,” she rasped at Dorian, though she suspected he couldn’t hear her. “If I have to go down with you, I swear to god, I will.”

      She smeared a streak of blood across the pulse point at his neck, reaching out with what little remained of her magic. Underneath the surface, Dorian’s body had been nearly consumed by the shadow of Malcolm’s magic.

      Step one. Buy time.

      Zoe forced her will upon Dorian’s body, slowing his heartbeat. Through sheer stubbornness, she managed to make him relax; his breathing softened. Normally, his body should have fought her… but the ease with which she was able to set the spell spiked her worry.

      Stop that. Step two: isolate.

      Zoe searched for a way to head off the shadow… but the more she looked, the more her fear rose higher. No time. It’s gone too far. I can’t tourniquet his heart.

      She searched around herself fruitlessly, half-blinded by the radiant life of the Briars. She needed something, anything…

      Her eyes fell upon the roses that climbed their way up a nearby tree trunk, and she froze.

      What the hell is that?

      The roses had an aura. An emotion.

      Love, she realized. Some… some crazy person put love in these roses.

      Zoe reached out with her Witchsight, brushing against the emotion more directly. There was something at once so familiar and so foreign about it. It wasn’t the steady, golden glow of Simon’s love — but there was a spark of him in it somehow, all the same. As though someone had reflected his emotion, magnified it…

      “Rose,” Zoe whispered. “Rose Leclair.”

      These were her roses. Zoe knew it instinctively. Somehow, Rose had planted this garden here — the Lady’s favorite garden, Zoe remembered — and seeded it with her love for her husband.

      The faerie lords are connected to their realms. Rose taught the Briars to love… the Lady’s daughter is the one who infected her.

      Zoe forced herself to her feet. Painfully, she staggered over to the roses… and pricked her hand upon them.

      She called Simon’s image to mind: his smile, his thoughtful voice, the feel of his hair beneath her fingers. She remembered the awful, longing ache that his kindness had set in her soul, pouring every bit of her love and fear for him into the blood that seeped onto the rose thorns.

      “Please,” she whispered shakily. “Please do something. I can’t. I want to, but I can’t.”

      For just a moment in time, she felt the emotion within the roses respond, echoing her memories with some of their own.

      Simon’s touch on her face, the way he looked when he slept, the ring sliding onto her finger as he proposed…

      Zoe felt her knees hit the ground. She’d begun to cry outright now, she knew. She pressed her cheek against the rough bark of the tree trunk, breathing in the scent of those impossible roses — praying that those stolen memories wouldn’t be the last she ever saw of Simon.

      The wind’s whispers stilled.

      “What is this?” said the Lady of Briars, behind her. “What have you done to my flowers?”

      Zoe rocked back onto her heels, staring. The roses had blossomed an inch more fully. The love within them glowed just a hint more brightly, burning with a new urgency.

      She turned to look at the Lady. Physically, the faerie lord was small and delicate as ever; her lavender skin and verdant green eyes were now painful to look at, though, and the flowers in her hair were in full bloom. At the center of her own realm, the Lady of Briars burned with power like a small sun.

      Zoe forced herself to stare at that sun, even as she felt her mind begin to shred away. She tightened her grip on the rose vine, digging its thorns into her palm to remind herself of where she was.

      “I need your help,” she croaked out. “Please.”

      The Lady knitted her brow. “Where is Simon?” she asked. “Why would he send you here alone? Does he wish you tangled in my thorns as well?”

      Zoe closed her eyes, but it didn’t help in the least. The Lady was still there before her, an eldritch power beyond her comprehension. “Simon is in trouble,” she managed. “Dorian is dying. Please.”

      The Lady’s power flared. Zoe found herself on hands and knees, covering her head with her arms — desperately trying to shield herself somehow from the sight. “Where is my son?” the Lady demanded. “Tell me now.”

      “I don’t know!” Zoe gasped. “He sent us here, but I think he was caught by something else. There was another Path to Arcadia, to another realm…”

      The Lady’s fury grew to magnificent proportions. The trees shivered around them. “My child is a fool,” she spat. “How many times must he harm himself for others? When will it be enough?”

      Zoe swallowed hard. The world around her had begun to melt into dizzying, disjointed images. Her Witchsight was driving her mad again — just as it had done the last time she was in Arcadia. She whimpered, pressing the heels of her bloody hands into her eyes.

      No, no, no, not now, not now…

      “Please,” she begged. “Please listen. I… I need…” Dorian. Dorian is dying. Zoe forced one cold, clear thought through her mind. “Dorian has your answer!” she choked out. “He has your answer, but he’s dying! You have to do something to help him!”

      The Lady’s fury cut away abruptly — felled by the sliver of black grief that still nested, coiled around her soul.

      “…my answer,” the faerie lord whispered. “The secret-keeper found the answer to my question?”

      Zoe nodded, unable to speak.

      Dorian’s cool, blank aura was nearly gone entirely. Only the faintest wisp of him remained, as the Lady turned her alien gaze upon him.

      Zoe crumpled to the ground as the faerie lord turned her attention away, releasing her from the grip of her power. For a moment, Zoe simply breathed, trying to find something — anything — to ground her reality upon. Behind her, the roses glowed steadily to her Witchsight. She held them in her mind’s eye: a desperate anchor, a reminder of why she couldn’t lay down and give up her sanity.

      The Lady’s power curled around Dorian’s body like a vine. Her power flared again, more focused this time. Part of the shadow in his blood drew from him, like water into roots. The vibrant green of that vine withered and decayed — but the Lady continued drawing forth the shadow, leading it along the leash of her power.

      Carefully, Zoe pried her hands from her eyes and looked with her physical senses. There was hardly a difference, in Arcadia… but it gave her the courage to force herself forward, to watch the process unfold.

      The shadow pulled back from the Lady’s power suddenly. Dorian jerked and gasped as it tried to retreat back inside of him. The Lady narrowed her eyes — then, with a contemptuous flick, she pruned away the long, thin stream of shadow she had pulled from Dorian’s body, dissolving it in the direct glare of her mantle.

      The remainder of the shadow — lessened, but hardly ended — curled back up within the lawyer’s body. Dorian’s eyes flicked open, still glazed and feverish.

      “My answer, Secret-Keeper,” the Lady whispered. “I have paid for it in full. Tell me now.”

      Dorian shuddered. The words thrummed in the air. That blank, silent aura rippled, as though the Lady had plucked at his soul.

      His lips moved, but his voice was weak. The Lady leaned in, breathless, and he was moved to repeat himself. Zoe didn’t hear the words he spoke… but the Lady of Briars straightened slowly, her green eyes alight with a keen and violent focus.

      “And where is he now?” the faerie lord demanded in a soft whisper.

      Dorian shook his head weakly. What little strength he’d regained seemed to desert him, as he closed his eyes once more. The Lady’s magic had bought him some time, at least, Zoe noted with relief… though how much time, she wasn’t sure.

      The Lady turned to Zoe, her aura suddenly still. It was the calm before the storm. “Where is this Scorpio witch?” she asked quietly.

      Zoe swallowed. “He’s with Simon,” she said. “Somewhere in Arcadia.”

      The rose vines that climbed the tree nearby lunged at Zoe, curled around her body. Thorns cut into her skin, hauling her closer to the Lady so that she was forced to meet the faerie lord’s eyes.

      “Where?” the Lady demanded.

      The storm in her aura should have broken the last vestiges of Zoe’s will. But the roses pressed against her skin still glowed with that painful, perfect piece of humanity, and Zoe clung to them, welcoming even their thorns.

      “Help me save Dorian,” she breathed, staring into the heart of the Briars themselves. “Give me the power to help him… and I swear, I will help you find Simon and bring down Malcolm.”

      The Lady narrowed her eyes. The thorns tightened, and Zoe cried out, unable to stifle the sound. The faerie lord leaned in closer — close enough that Zoe caught the scent of flowers upon her breath.

      “What. Is. Your. Name.” The Lady hissed out the words, slowly and deliberately. They echoed among the trees, whipping through their leaves like wind.

      Zoe’s voice caught in her throat. My name.

      There was only one reason the Lady might want her name: she intended to make Zoe a warlock.

      She swallowed, shivering against the thorns that held her. Memories of Simon burned against her skin. It doesn’t matter, she thought. None of it will matter if he dies, and I could have saved him.

      “My name… my name is Zoe Carter,” she rasped. She tried to put her magic behind the words — to give them the weight of her soul, in the way that Simon had done — but her magic slid away from the name without purchase, and she cringed at the inadvertent lie.

      “Why try to deceive me?” the Lady demanded. “I am offering you the power that you desire, you miserable creature!”

      “That’s the only name I have!” Zoe gasped. “I don’t know what I was born with — my parents might not have even given me a name!”

      The Lady scoffed. “Parents do not make a name,” she said. “Your true name is who you are, child. My daughter perished known to me as Rose Leclair. I did not give her that name — I certainly would not have chosen it for her!”

      Zoe closed her eyes. Her mind reeled. Who I am? Who the hell am I? I don’t even know who I am, for god’s sake!

      A slow, creeping suspicion grew within her, though. She opened her eyes, and spun her magic into her words once more. “My name,” she tried. “My true name is… Zoe Moreau.”

      The name hung in the air this time, clear and pure. This time, the magic caught.

      The Lady’s alien green eyes glittered in catlike satisfaction. “Zoe Moreau,” she said. “I offer you the power of the Briars. Will you accept a pact with me, and become my warlock?”

      Zoe let out a long breath.

      Why the hell not. I’ve gone this far.

      “Yes,” she said. “I accept your pact.”

      Zoe watched, riveted, as a single branch of the Lady’s crown curled away from itself, weaving its way toward her like a serpent. The Lady breathed out — and that tiny piece of the Briars went with her breath, clawing its way between Zoe’s lips and down into her throat.

      It buried itself even deeper within her — all the way to the center of her soul.

      She felt the Briars grow within her like a baleful seed. Warm, alive, implacable, glorious… an impossible vibrance overflowed inside her. It was not friendly: it had no concept of humanity, except as something to consume, to break down and overcome. But by the Lady’s grace, it did not devour her; instead, it spread its barbed beauty inside of Zoe, flooding her with the strength of trees, the stubbornness of weeds, and the bewitching softness of flowers that hid wicked thorns behind them.

      The rose vines that had closed around her shifted; their thorns pulled free of her skin, leaving bloody tracts behind them. Skin and nerves began to knit, however, as the Briars beneath her feet surged to offer her their power. Her fractured mind filled in with a sudden, perfect understanding of the place that surrounded her.

      The roses that had held her together still glowed faintly with emotion. Zoe reached out to touch them, staring. A hint of that love echoed within her, twisted into the alien thorns that held fast to her soul… and she breathed a faint sense of relief.

      This isn’t all you are, she thought, turning back toward the Lady. You’re still terrifying… but Rose made you something different, didn’t she? She taught you how to love, at least.

      The Lady of Briars drew herself up. Her aura thrashed impatiently, but this time the sight of it didn’t send Zoe to her knees. She was a part of it, somehow — attuned to it in such a way that her mind no longer struggled with its existence.

      “Deliver your father from death, child,” the Lady told her. “I may have need of his counsel.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Burning away the shadow within Dorian’s blood should have been the most difficult thing Zoe had ever tried to do.

      Malcolm’s magic was stronger and more virulent than hers had ever been. The spiritual infection he’d laid upon Dorian was advanced beyond the point that it could be easily contained; it touched on every vein, hid in every corner of the man’s body. If Zoe had been at her very best, she would have found it challenging and exhausting to deal with.

      But at the very center of the Briars, with the realm pulsing eagerly beneath her feet, Zoe found the magic almost trivially simple.

      The power that flooded her veins wasn’t some separate, compartmentalized thing — it sang in her blood now, and that meant she could use it for her other magics. It was different, certainly; she could already tell that her entire magical signature had changed, and in some ways she felt clumsy trying to use her own, now-foreign blood to do Scorpio magic. But what Zoe lacked in familiarity, the Briars made up for with sheer force: each time she used her power, the realm around her instantly replenished it. She felt like one of the realm’s great trees, pulling her sustenance from the world around her.

      It was utterly intoxicating.

      As Zoe burned away the last vestiges of Malcolm’s shadow from Dorian’s blood, she felt a giddy laugh bubble up from inside her. Never in her life had she imagined that she might one day hold this much power in her hands. Surrounded by an endless well of magic, she felt… invincible.

      No wonder Simon doesn’t like to stay here, Zoe realized belatedly. It would be so easy to lose all perspective, living where everything is so effortless and nothing ever tries to challenge you.

      And if simply standing within the Briars as a warlock of the realm gave Zoe such a feeling… what must it feel like to be the realm’s faerie lord?

      Zoe cast a glance toward the Lady of Briars. The faerie paced and prowled among her garden; the flowers shivered at her passage as she went, as though to display their obeisance.

      She’s a small god here, Zoe thought. No wonder the Lower World confused and frustrated the Lady so much: it didn’t bow to her will even a little bit. Things happened there all on their own, without her asking them to do so. She couldn’t hang a new sun in the sky when she wanted light — let alone protect her children, adopted or otherwise, from the countless threats that existed there. The fact that the Lady had bothered to visit Simon’s cold, mercilessly real apartment in Montreal just to check on him gave Zoe new reason to take pause.

      I get it, Simon. I understand why you did it, why you stay with her. There was something deeply hopeful about watching the Lady transcend her limitations. Without context, it might be easy to mistake her changes for tiny, ultimately meaningless adjustments. But from the perspective of centuries — maybe even millennia — of unchanging sameness, the Lady had already evolved with frightening rapidity.

      A soft cough from Dorian caught Zoe’s attention again, and she glanced at him sharply. His grey eyes, now open, were no longer dazed or distant. His brow furrowed, though, as he focused on her face.

      “…what have you done, Zoe?” he asked quietly.

      Zoe frowned. “What haven’t I done?” she said. “It’s been a pretty eventful hour or so.”

      Dorian reached up to pinch a lock of her hair between his fingers. Zoe craned her head to catch a glimpse of it; belatedly, she realized that her once-black hair was now visibly streaked with white-blond sections. Her eyes would be different, too — closer to Simon’s uncanny bright green.

      “Right. That.” Zoe shrugged. “It’s a thing now. It’s done. No use worrying about it too much.”

      Dorian’s eyes narrowed. “A single life is not worth selling your soul,” he said flatly.

      “I’ve got a lot to do,” Zoe said. “So I’m not going to argue it with you right now. It’s pointless, like I said.” She let out a breath — then leaned down to hug him.

      Everything else aside… Dorian hugged her back tightly.

      Zoe closed her eyes and allowed herself to bask in it, just for a moment. Dorian is safe, she thought. I did one thing right.

      “Secret-Keeper,” the Lady said from behind her, instantly spoiling the moment. “I wish to know where my son is. You glimpsed the Path he traveled, did you not?”

      Dorian sighed, and pulled away from Zoe reluctantly. “I did,” he said. “I suspect I know where it led. Thankfully, that knowledge is a secret that Simon gave me himself, after one of his travels in Arcadia. Since he represents you, Lady, his secrets already belong to you. You need not pay the price for them a second time.”

      The Lady of Briars tilted her head at him. “That is an admirable bit of sophistry,” she said approvingly. “You have mastered your rules, Secret-Keeper.”

      Dorian shrugged. “I’ve lived with them for a while,” he said. “I should hope I’ve got the hang of them by now.”

      That silent aura of his shuddered subtly, giving up one of its many, endless secrets. Dorian breathed in deeply. “…Delirium,” he said. There was an unnatural hush to his voice as he spoke the word, as though the air around him had contrived to mute it. That blank aura stirred again slightly. “Realm of poison and madness. Lord Wormwood’s domain.” He closed his eyes, as though reciting from a page. “Delirium is an acid to the mind. It dissolves the bonds between ideas, confusing thoughts and senses. It is one of the most dangerous Arcadian realms for a mortal to traverse. Simon never entered it himself; he speculated that doing so would require the aid of darker magic than he himself possessed.”

      Zoe clenched her fingers into her palms. “Scorpio magic,” she said. “Poison to the body. Poison to the mind. It all becomes the same thing in Arcadia.” She shook her head. “Malcolm knows that magic better than anyone. He’d survive there better than most.”

      The Lady narrowed her eyes. “The witch could perhaps walk in Delirium without its Lord’s attention… but to travel there as Lord Wormwood does, he would require the favor of its ruler.”

      Zoe frowned, thinking. “Malcolm is going mad,” she said. “He wanted me to help him. He said he had other options, though… more costly options. Maybe that’s what he was referring to.” She looked at the Lady. “Lord Wormwood can inflict madness, I’m sure. Could he cure it, too?”

      The Lady considered this gravely. “He could,” she acknowledged. “But he would not. It would be akin to asking me to wither a great tree for your pleasure.” She smiled narrowly. “But of course, he might seem to offer as much. Perchance, Lord Wormwood might tell a powerful and ailing witch that he could gift the power to withstand the madness.”

      Zoe swallowed. “By making him his warlock,” she said. “And changing him utterly. Making him a part of an even more insane realm.”

      A shiver of delight flickered through the Lady’s aura, and Zoe was reminded just how far she still had to go before she found true humanity. “A fate worse than death,” the Lady of Briars sighed blissfully. “And so very clever. A fitting end for the creature that stole my daughter from me.”

      Zoe could feel that alien appreciation through the bond she shared with the Lady. Her heart quavered at its touch. “Simon is with him,” Zoe reminded her quickly. “Lord Wormwood has him too.”

      It was a low blow, maybe. But it had the necessary effect. The Lady’s fancies vanished into thin air, wrangled low by black strands of grief and fear. “…would Wormwood harm him?” the Lady whispered to herself. “No. No. Surely, he must ransom my warlock back to me.”

      A sliver of hope unfurled in Zoe’s chest. “You mean… Wormwood might just offer Simon back at some ridiculous price?”

      The Lady’s aura thrashed, unsettled. The Briars shivered around her. “I will send a messenger. A dryad would endure where witches fear to tread.” She turned those too-green eyes upon Dorian. “Be my guest in the Briars, Secret-Keeper, until such time as our enemy is conquered.”

      Dorian leaned back into the tree next to him, still haggard and worn. “I accept you as my host,” he responded. “With great humility and with the utmost admiration for your gracious manners.”

      The Lady’s aura preened with satisfaction. Zoe shot Dorian a hidden look beneath her lashes. It was a slick dodge. Not once had he said the words thank you, which might have implied that the Lady was doing him a favor.

      The leaves shuddered, as the Lady turned her attention away from them. In a moment, she was simply gone — though some part of Zoe still felt her elsewhere in the Briars.

      Slowly, Zoe let out her breath.

      “…what a mess,” Dorian murmured. He shook his head, and Zoe saw a tiny smile cross his lips. “…you realize we are going to miss tonight’s episode?”

      Zoe regarded him, long and silent. “I’m pretty sure I know what’s coming,” she said. “You want me to spoil it for you?”

      Dorian waved her off. “No. No. Save the mystery, please.”

      Zoe settled in beside him, leaning into his side. Dorian tucked his arm around her shoulders. She listened as his breathing softened, and his heart slowed. Worry nagged at her for a time… but in the end, he was merely falling asleep.

      She slid her arms around him, and held him tightly.
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      The scent of lilies mixed with the smell of distant rain.

      Zoe leaned into the tree at her back, looking up at the sky. Someone had taken down the sun that once hung there, and scattered stars across the midnight canopy instead.

      At first, she thought she must be dreaming. This felt too peaceful for the Briars — the vivid colors of life were muted, and she didn’t feel the same faintly predatory edge.

      She was sliding her fingers through soft, white-blond hair. Simon’s head was in her lap. I’m definitely dreaming, she thought. But it was such a sweet, wonderful dream that she decided she didn’t want to wake up just yet.

      Simon’s eyes were closed, but he wasn’t nearly so peaceful. He was breathing strangely, Zoe realized. His body shivered; she pressed a hand to his forehead, and found it hot to the touch.

      “Are you real?” he whispered. There was such a raw, real longing in his voice that Zoe abruptly reassessed the situation. Not a dream. What is this?

      “I’m here,” she promised. “I’m in the Briars, Simon. How…”

      “I don’t know,” Simon said. “I thought I felt you… connected to me, somehow. I reached out to the Briars, and you were there.”

      He felt the moment that I became a warlock, Zoe thought. Does he understand what it means? She brushed his hair back from his face. His skin was pale; his eyelids fluttered, but didn’t open. “You’re in Delirium, aren’t you?” she asked softly.

      Simon let out a shivering breath. “I… believe so, yes,” he said. “It’s hard to think.”

      “The Lady is sending someone for you,” Zoe told him. “She thinks she can ransom you back.”

      “No,” Simon murmured. “They have… already arrived. Lord Wormwood named his price. It was too high.” His fevered green eyes opened to slits, but failed to focus; Zoe wasn’t entirely sure that he could see her. “The price is too high, Zoe. You can’t let her pay it.”

      Dread snaked through her chest. “No price is too high,” she said, though she knew already that it was a lie. Faerie lords often demanded the cruel, the impossible, the unfathomable. What had Lord Wormwood asked for, in return for the Lady’s warlock? An emperor’s last breath? Someone’s first-born child? An entire city? She shook her head, chilled. “Anyway, I… I don’t think I could stop her if I wanted to. I made a pact with her, Simon. I’ve got to obey her.”

      Pain flickered across Simon’s face. “I… should have expected that,” he said softly. “Why didn’t I expect that?” Zoe reached down to take his hand. For just a moment, his fingers curled into hers. Some part of her was getting through to him, at least. “Zoe,” he said quietly. “I need… I need to ask you something. I don’t want to ask it. But you’re the only person I trust.”

      Zoe swallowed. “You’re not going to die, Simon,” she whispered. She’d meant to say it more firmly, but doubt and worry laced her voice instead. Her eyes blurred with tears. Don’t die. Please.

      “The world isn’t fair,” Simon sighed. “I’m not going to assume that.” For just an instant, she felt that soft golden glow of his, pressing against her soul. She held onto it desperately, sinking into even that awful, feverish delirium, just to feel that much closer to him. Her hand tightened on his.

      Simon’s eyes focused on her. “You made a pact with her,” he said. “You know what she is, what she’s becoming. But Zoe… it’s not your job to fulfill her whims. If you do that… she could become something worse than either faerie or human.” He breathed in a ragged breath. “You have to teach her to be better. It’s not what she wants, but it’s what she needs. It’s difficult… but you can make her listen.”

      “I’m not a good person,” Zoe whimpered. “I’m not like you, Simon. You make people want to be better.” Tears dripped down onto his face. “I need you here. I can do this, but I can’t do it without you.”

      “And I… I want to be there,” Simon said softly. “With you.” His fingers threaded through hers. “I love you, Zoe. I hate what you’ve done to yourself… but I’m glad I get to see you one more time.” He closed his eyes again. She felt him waver — he was far from the Briars, and whatever power he had used to reach out and touch her was fading. Zoe hurriedly tried to offer him her own power, to strengthen the connection from her side… but the effort was only so successful. Simon himself was weakening.

      “I love you,” she whispered back. “I love you, and I’m not going to leave you. I’m going to find a way, Simon. There will be help for you, this time. If you can’t remember anything else… just remember that I’m coming for you.”

      She leaned down to press her lips to his. The sensation was distant — like the brush of a gentle spring breeze. But Simon smiled weakly, and Zoe couldn’t help but think that the gesture had reached him.

      When she awoke, he was gone… but the Lady was there.
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        * * *

      

      The sky in the Briars had darkened. The sun had disappeared… but there were no stars, and the moon was little more than a tiny sliver of silver.

      The Lady of Briars stood before Zoe, watching her with an inscrutable expression. Zoe saw the grief and desperation in her aura, though, and she knew that the Lady had heard Lord Wormwood’s price.

      The faerie lord’s too-green eyes shifted toward Dorian, still fast asleep next to Zoe. “The witch told Lord Wormwood that the Secret-keeper was in my realm. Lord Wormwood wishes him in exchange for my son,” she said. “And I would give him. I would give you as well, and my crown, and all my realm, if it were enough.”

      Zoe shivered. There was a cold truth in that statement. But the instant of alarm that it inspired calmed slowly as she remembered the Lady’s previous words. “You offered Dorian your hospitality,” she said. “He accepted. You can’t give him to Wormwood.”

      Rage and grief overwhelmed the Lady. Her small form shuddered. “I have outmaneuvered myself,” she whispered.

      Zoe glanced at Dorian, still soundly sleeping next to her. He was still exhausted… but there were signs of improvement in his body. Carefully, she extricated herself from Dorian’s arm, leaning him back against the tree behind them. She stood to face the Lady.

      “Simon said the price was too high,” she told the faerie lord. “Even if you’d been able to give up Dorian, your son wouldn’t forgive you for it.”

      The Lady sharpened her gaze. “You can’t have spoken with him,” she said. “You are lying.”

      Zoe shook her head. “You own me now,” she said. “I’m not even trying to keep you out of my head. You should be able to tell if I’m lying to you.”

      The willow-branch strands of the Lady’s hair quivered. Zoe knew that she had confirmed the truth. “Why?” she asked. “Why must Simon do this to me? Does he not love me?”

      Zoe sighed. “He’s not doing it to you,” she said. “Of course he loves you. But he… there’s things that Simon needs to believe, in order to be who he is. Don’t you love who he is?”

      The Lady gave her such a bleak, trapped look that Zoe knew the thought had already occurred to her. Hearing it spoken aloud twisted her heart and withered the flowers in her hair.

      “We’re not going to leave him there,” Zoe said. “I’m going to figure out a way to get him home.” She rubbed at her face, wiping at the remnants of tears she suspected had fallen in her sleep. “Wormwood gave us a bad offer. So either we have to change the offer to something he can’t refuse… or else we’ve got to take Simon back.” She considered the Lady tiredly. “I don’t guess you know what Wormwood can’t refuse?”

      The Lady had calmed, oddly. She had begun to watch Zoe with a burning purpose in her eyes. “Lord Wormwood loves nothing but destruction,” she said. “The dissolution of all things. Great power might tempt him… but I can think of nothing which he would be obliged to accept.” She paused. “I cannot enter Delirium. The only way in which I might set foot upon its soil is by conquering it for myself, and annexing it into the Briars. Such an assault is beyond me.”

      Zoe chewed on that. “You can’t enter Delirium,” she said. “But I could. Couldn’t I?”

      The Lady nodded slowly. “You are still mortal, and not bound by the laws of Arcadia. Moreover… Lord Wormwood may not notice you, if you are careful. Your magic, too, is of dissolution. It is possible that you might make your way to Simon and take him back… but unlikely. Lord Wormwood will be watching the object of his proposed bargain quite closely.”

      Zoe considered that. “…unless he was really distracted at the time,” she said. She licked her lips. “Hey, uh… you said that taking on Delirium alone is beyond you. But what if you had help?”

      The Lady of Briars tilted her head. She was very still for a long moment. The wind whispered thoughtfully in the trees… and Zoe realized that the faerie lord was listening to her, weighing her words. The faerie lord — the tiny magical nuke she’d once worried might turn her into a tree — was currently considering Zoe’s advice with a strange and absolute trust.

      Between the two of us, I guess I’m the expert in things that don’t instantly do what you tell them to do, Zoe thought. Is this what it’s been like for Simon?

      “…I would need substantial help,” the Lady said finally. “But yes. A direct assault upon Delirium would be enough to distract Lord Wormwood from even a valuable prisoner.”

      Zoe let out a breath. “Well,” she said. “Good.” She did her best to force confidence into her voice. “Because I’m pretty sure Lord Blackfrost could be persuaded to help.”

      The Lady’s eyes burned. She drew herself up, thorns snapping from the trees around her. “I would never work with that creature!” she hissed.

      Her fury was palpable… but thankfully, Zoe had been expecting the response. She steeled herself against the Lady’s anger, forcing a calm, reasonable expression onto her face. “Oh?” Zoe said, attempting a hint of puzzlement. “You said that you would give anything to get Simon back. I just assumed that would include allying with people you’d rather not.”

      The Lady of Briars halted. Her eyes narrowed. The trees snapped and thrashed in the breeze. Slowly — very slowly — that anger abated into a sullen acknowledgement. “…Lord Blackfrost has no interest in helping me,” the Lady said finally. Zoe could tell that it was a last attempt at evasion. The faerie lord somewhat hoped that the words were true; if so, they would prevent her needing to swallow her anger and her pride.

      “Simon spoke with Blackfrost,” Zoe told her. “He has his own bone to pick with Malcolm. If you frame this as a way to extract Malcolm from Lord Wormwood’s realm, he might go along with it.”

      The Lady stood in silence, absorbing those words. Zoe knew that she was stewing on the concept, trying to wrap her mind around it. But they didn’t have time for the Lady to conquer her unease. Simon didn’t have the time. The longer he stayed in Delirium, the more Zoe began to worry that she wouldn’t get much of him back.

      “I’ll let you send someone to speak with Blackfrost,” Zoe said. The Lady wanted someone to tell her how to solve this situation, to take charge. Zoe was only too happy to oblige. “I’m going to need some backup if I’m walking into that cesspool. Clearly, it can’t be just anyone.”

      Zoe turned to regard Dorian, still resting against the tree. His eyelids fluttered, and her lips twitched. “Oh come on,” she said. “You’ve been awake this whole time, haven’t you?”

      Dorian opened one grey eye. “Hm,” he said. It was as close to an admission as she was likely to get.

      Zoe knelt back down next to him. “You still owe me a pretty big debt, don’t you?” she asked.

      Dorian sat up and rolled his shoulders stiffly. “I do,” he said. “I assume you no longer require the name that you wished before.”

      “Nope,” Zoe said. Her eyes glittered. “I’ve got a better idea.”
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        * * *

      

      It was amazing, Zoe reflected, just how much power you could wield with the right person’s cell phone in your hand.

      Less than twenty minutes after her text message — just as Zoe had resettled the wards on the office and set out a pot of tea — the seigneur of Montreal walked down the narrow cobblestone street in the Old Port toward Dorian’s legal office, his neatly-tailored coat fanning out behind him. His steps were measured, but Zoe detected a hint of well-considered haste in his movement.

      As Jean Belmont opened the door to the office, Zoe poured herself a fresh, steaming mug of tea, and settled back into her chair.

      The seigneur paused partway through the door, as he caught sight of Zoe behind the desk. She allowed herself the tiny, momentary pleasure of watching as his perfectly-controlled aura wavered with confusion and wariness. Those cool silver eyes flickered to her newly-green eyes — to the sudden white-blond streaks in her hair.

      The vampire settled back onto his heels, letting the door pull closed behind him. A series of quick recalculations began behind his eyes.

      Zoe smiled at him. “Hey,” she said. “Want some tea?”

      The seigneur narrowed his eyes. “I am here for a meeting with La Voûte,” he said slowly.

      “No,” Zoe corrected him. “Actually, you’re here for a meeting with me.” She held up the cell phone in her hand, tapping one ragged, dirt-stained nail against its screen. “I sent the text. I never said I was Dorian. You just assumed, given the number.” She nudged another mug toward his side of the desk. “It was all true, by the way. So we’ve got a lot to talk about.”

      The seigneur did not move. Pure, unadulterated astonishment wound its way through him. His eyes looked her over again, as though seeing her for the very first time.

      “I haven’t got a hell of a lot of time,” Zoe told him pleasantly. “Which means you don’t have a hell of a lot of time. I think it’s in both our best interests to get on with this, don’t you?”

      The seigneur had not climbed to where he was in such a short time by being slow-witted. That iron self-control reappeared. He stepped toward the desk, leaning his palms against its surface. “You have sold your soul to the Lady of Briars,” he observed. “And she has bought my secrets from La Voûte.”

      Zoe shook her head. “I can see where you might get that confused,” she said. “First, I accrued a very large credit with La Voûte. Then I sold my soul to the Lady of Briars. Now I’m blackmailing you. Temporarily.”

      The seigneur raised one skeptical eyebrow. “Temporarily?” he said.

      He glanced at the empty mug sitting across the desk from her. With a heavy sigh, he pulled off his coat and draped it across the back of the chair. Zoe saw his aura settling into old habits now — his initial shock was over with. This was now a matter of politics… an area in which he had quite a lot of experience.

      The seigneur settled elegantly into the chair before him, his silver eyes calculating. “What is it you want, precisely?”

      Zoe picked up the teapot obligingly, and poured him a mug of his own. Hope you like lavender, she thought. “Let’s start with what I have. I could be bluffing. I want to make absolutely sure you don’t start convincing yourself that’s the case.”

      She set down the teapot and reached into her coat, tugging out an envelope. Zoe slid it across the desk toward the seigneur. “These are the secrets you sold to La Voûte, as detailed as he could write them down for me. If the paper looks kind of weird, it’s because I had to MacGuyver it out of a faerie tree that didn’t want to part with it.”

      The seigneur took the envelope, and pulled out the paper inside. His eyes flickered over the words there. His aura grew cold. Zoe watched as he considered and discarded the idea of destroying the contents of the envelope right then and there. He was smart enough to know it couldn’t be that easy.

      “Now, I don’t actually know what’s on that piece of paper,” Zoe admitted. “I made sure of that. I don’t want your secrets forever — that’s Dorian’s thing. But I know the value of what I traded for this… and it wasn’t cheap.” Zoe eyed him consideringly. “In fact, I’m starting to think you were trying to game the system. Everyone else trades what they think they can afford to lose… but not you. You traded your biggest, most crippling secret on purpose.”

      The seigneur was silent… but Zoe saw a curl of irritation in his aura that suggested she was on the right track. She watched him over her mug as she sipped at her tea. “You were gambling on the fact that no one else would be willing to part with something so dangerous — in effect, you tried to make your secrets so expensive that no one would ever be able to buy them at all.” She paused. “And it worked — for the most part. Vivienne got really pissed off when she realized just how much she’d have to give away in order to get her hands on your dirty laundry.”

      The vampire across from her didn’t react physically. But she saw the calculations running through his mind. “I assume that there is another copy of this somewhere,” he said.

      “You’d assume right,” Zoe agreed. “I’m not a moron. I left the other copy with the Lady herself. She’s got more important stuff to worry about for the moment, but if it stays with her too long, she might get curious and open it up for a little light bedtime reading.” She levelled a hard look at him. “I’ve got you over a barrel. But more importantly, we both know you had a hand in what Vivienne did to me. Given that your political bullshit started this whole chain reaction and got me into a bunch of these problems in the first place, you’re damned lucky I’m just asking you to help me solve them.”

      The seigneur narrowed his eyes at that. “You should be careful the accusations that you make, mademoiselle, unless you have proof to back them up.” Zoe saw that delicate, controlled nuance in his aura moving; he was turning this into an extended social contest, looking to regain some advantage.

      She had zero intention of letting him do it.

      Time to use the wrong spoon.

      “Listen, Jimmy,” Zoe said. She enjoyed the flare of fury that instilled in him. “It’s you and me in this office right now. We’re not playing politics — that’s not what this is. I’m not Simon. I’m not gonna duel words with you and play with manners and careful social loopholes. I’d lose that contest in a heartbeat.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I know what you did. You know what you did. You convinced Vivienne to go off the rails and go after someone untouchable so you could have an excuse to come down on her and her buddies. Well, I got touched. And then, because that drew the wrong attention, Dorian got touched. And now, Simon’s gotten touched. And if you think for even a second that you’re going to be able to intimidate me into going away, I just want you to remember that one of the very first things I did this morning was swear my immortal soul to a famous fairy tale villain. Your threats basically do not rate, compared to the bullshit I have already done to myself.”

      She took a moment to let that sink in. And it did sink in. She saw the careful, calculating analysis slowly fade from his aura. The seigneur had accepted the very deep shit he was in, whether he was consciously aware of it or not.

      “I will not defend my actions,” the seigneur said finally. “It would be difficult to explain the full context behind them, even if I were of a mind to tell you such sensitive things.” He leaned back in the chair. “However. Understanding that this is all hypothetical in nature… I did not intend for anyone to die. Vivienne was only so much of a fool. She needed to be pointed at a target which seemed both valuable and vulnerable, but which was more resilient than expected.” His eyes sharpened on her. “La Voûte seemed the best choice, compared to many less desirable options. I assumed that he would have enough safeguards in place to protect him. And in the end, I was proven correct.”

      Zoe gave him a thin smile. “That’s a great explanation from a man with his back against the wall,” she said. “I almost believe you might be telling the truth.”

      He shrugged. “True or not, this explanation does not negate the unanticipated consequences. I understand your position, mademoiselle. I shall play along — not least because you have given me little choice.”

      Zoe blinked. The sudden acquiescence surprised her… but perhaps it shouldn’t have done. The seigneur had shifted his opinion of her danger to him, and he’d changed his manner appropriately. He would probably be polite and ingratiating now… right up until the moment that he wasn’t.

      The vampire smiled pleasantly. “You have yet to make your demands. Please do. I am told that you have little time.”

      Zoe frowned. “Simon is being ransomed,” she said. “It’s my job to get him back. You’re my backup.”

      The seigneur raised an eyebrow. “You want me to protect you personally?” he said. “I doubt that I would be the best choice. I cut men down with pen and paper, not with brute strength. I can send someone far more combat capable with you, if you wish.”

      “That is not what I wish,” Zoe told him. “A handful of reasons. The most important one: you’re House Belmont. According to some other information I just bought, that means you don’t just drink blood — you also eat emotions. You already got a full meal off me when you carried me off to the car, didn’t you?” She gave him a flat look. “That also fucked me pretty bad, in case you didn’t know.”

      The seigneur frowned. “One might assume that if I had fed from you, it was intended to be a mercy at the time. You were quite upset.”

      “I’ll just start assuming everything you’ve done up until now was an act of pure charity,” Zoe told him sardonically. “It doesn’t matter, either way. Where I’m going, I’m pretty sure I’m going to need someone to take the edge off. That leaves either you or someone else from your House. I don’t know if you’ve got any family in town, but it strikes me that this is your mess to clean up anyway.”

      The seigneur inclined his head. “Is that the other reason?” he asked. “You’re hoping to punish me personally, so that I don’t involve you in any similar situations in the future?”

      Zoe eyed him coldly. “No,” she said. “The other reason is that I won’t feel bad if you don’t come back.”

      “I see.” She was expecting the statement to take him aback — but instead, he merely filed away the information. Slowly, the seigneur pushed to his feet. “How unfortunate. I shall have to change that.” He plucked his coat from the back of the chair. “So that I am clear… if I go with you to retrieve your fellow warlock, your Lady shall give me back the only other copy of my secrets, to do with as I please?”

      Zoe shook her head. “Hell no,” she said. “My Lady gives you back your secrets when I’m happy enough with you to ask her to. That means I’ve got to be alive and well to ask — it also means Simon’s got to come back with me, and you can’t have pissed me off too badly.” She eyed him suspiciously. “I went to a lot of trouble to make sure I could give you back your blackmail. I’m not gonna go back on my word… but I’m not gonna give you any wiggle room either. Until this shit is over with, you want what I want, monseigneur.”

      The seigneur shook his head and laughed softly. He tugged on his coat, and turned to offer out his arm to her.

      “Please,” he said. “I insist that all of my blackmailers call me Jean.”
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      Jean Belmont had clearly never been to Arcadia before.

      That was wise of him, of course. Arcadia wasn’t the sort of place you went to on a whim — unless, of course, you were a warlock, and it was your patron’s whim.

      The carefully-composed vampire didn’t blink as Zoe opened the Hidden Path to the Hedge that lived just next to the Court of Appeals. But as the fingers of the Hedge eagerly reached out to claim them, and the great green skies of Arcadia fanned out before them, Zoe saw the slightest hint of awe and trepidation in Jean’s aura.

      Still… she had to give him credit. When she took that final step into the too-bright faerie world, Jean Belmont did not hesitate to walk after her.

      Arcadia was still overwhelming to Zoe’s Witchsight, though the Lady’s power had given her a bit more capacity to internalize it without going mad. The Hedge was a bit easier to digest, thankfully — the vibrant plants that crawled its length weren’t part of the Briars, but they were still amenable to the Lady’s power, and even eager to assist. Zoe wasn’t terribly adept with the direct magic of the Briars yet, but it didn’t seem to matter overmuch; just by running her fingers along the thick hedge walls, she was able to feel out their immediate route, picking out nearby dangers and pacifying the occasional hungry plant.

      Fool’s Hope, she had learned, was quite close to Delirium — a fact unlikely to be a coincidence, given that Malcolm had probably intended to take this very same Path, before he’d been cornered into using his short-cut. Thankfully, they didn’t need to go through Fool’s Hope to get where they were going; Simon’s notes to Dorian had been quite clear that no one who entered Fool’s Hope ever left again until they’d gambled their way past the Lady of Fools herself.

      The last time Simon had mentioned Delirium to Dorian, he had given a rough estimate of where Delirium tended to remain within Arcadia. Zoe followed those instructions carefully, painfully aware that circumstances might have changed in the interim.

      “This place is bizarre,” Jean admitted, as she paused to chart their path. His silver eyes tracked every little twitch and movement of the hedges around them. A keen sense of predatory alertness had engulfed him the moment they stepped through to Arcadia, and it had yet to lessen.

      Zoe pulled out Simon’s compass, checking the relative direction of the Briars and calculating from there. “You need to relax some,” she said. “You’re wasting energy. This is just the Hedge — it’s like the in-between place where all the other realms connect.”

      Jean glanced toward the compass in her hands. “I’m quite certain this is still a dangerous place,” he observed flatly.

      “Absolutely,” Zoe agreed. “You’d probably get eaten alive or turned into mulch if you had to wander around here alone. But I know where I’m going, and the Hedge likes the Lady and her warlocks, so we’re relatively safe here. Delirium is gonna be a whole different story.”

      The seigneur’s aura settled some at that. He seemed to trust that Zoe knew what she was doing… which was probably more than she deserved. Simon knows what he’s doing, she consoled herself. And I’ve got what he left behind.

      Jean watched her closely as they went now, and Zoe thought it likely that he was trying to gauge how it was she was navigating the Hedge, in case he needed to return without her. Good luck, she thought. If it comes to that, we’re both pretty screwed.

      “…there are people who will miss me, if I do not return,” Jean said suddenly. His voice was calm, reflective. There was no pleading in the tone — it was simply a statement of fact.

      “That’s really not my problem,” Zoe said, though the words made her every bit as uneasy as he’d probably intended.

      “It may be,” Jean told her. “That depends. How much do you care about Detective Basak?”

      Zoe frowned, pausing to check the compass once again. “I need to get my hearing checked. I could swear you just implied that Jaz would miss you. The last time you guys met, she pointed a gun at you, and you intentionally made her feel like shit.”

      “Mais non,” Jean said. “I quite like Detective Basak. She is capable, and possessed of great integrity. The city is fortunate to have her. And since the city is mine… I am fortunate to have her as well.” He paused. “She does not believe that she would miss me. But were I to perish, one of my enemies would likely take my place… and she would have only the briefest of time to lament my absence before she joined me.”

      Zoe set her jaw. He’s manipulating me. I know that. But god damn it, it was working. Worry crept into the back of her mind. “I don’t believe you. On either count.”

      “That is your prerogative, of course,” Jean acknowledged.

      Zoe shot him a dark look. “You’re not doing much to convince me you’re any less of an asshole.”

      Jean smiled. “That was not my intention. I am what you say. I make hard choices, for the greater good of my city. I am as kind as I am able to be… to those who matter.”

      “Having been one of the people who didn’t matter to you, that doesn’t impress me as much as you might think,” Zoe muttered.

      “You misunderstand. La Voûte’s assistant keeps her head down and dutifully does her job. She matters — but she is already protected in other ways. Detective Basak matters — she gives of herself to others in ways that they rarely notice, and contributes much to the community. She had no protection but her own, until I decided to prioritize her.”

      The seigneur picked his way carefully down the steep slope before them. “Vivienne Cloutier… she is a murderer and a parasite. She killed many people that mattered. But other people did not consider them of worth, and so I had no simple way to stop her.” Zoe stumbled on the hill. In a flash of movement, Jean reached out to catch her by the shoulder.

      His silver eyes met hers. “You are upset that you were pulled into my politics. But your ability to avoid politics is one born of privilege, mademoiselle. Vivienne’s other victims did not have the option of avoiding her. They were not protected so well as La Voûte’s assistant was. Those who care about them have no choice but to play politics.”

      Zoe’s stomach clenched. You piece of shit, she thought. How the hell did you manage to turn this around on me?

      “People who do bad things always find a way to help themselves sleep at night,” she spat at him. “Your life got easier when Vivienne died. Maybe you helped a few people out too — but that doesn’t make you some kind of saint. And it doesn’t change the fact that you used me and Dorian to do something you considered important, without any kind of warning or request.”

      Zoe pulled away from his grip. “Simon is like Jaz. He’s always putting everyone else before himself. He matters. So if you really give a damn about all that, you’re in the right place to do something about it.” She narrowed her eyes. “But frankly? I think you’re full of bullshit. And I think you’re the only person who hasn’t realized it yet. It’s time you did some of your own dirty work, Jean.”

      The vampire didn’t try to hold her. A tiny thread of thoughtfulness curled through him.

      He stayed silent as they picked their way toward Delirium. That thread of thoughtfulness coiled and stretched, worming its way down into his soul. It was a rare sight, and admittedly unsettling. Zoe hadn’t actually expected him to listen to a word of what she’d said.

      He’s probably reassessing how he can win me over, she reassured herself. This is just another kind of battle to him.

      The only way to win his game, she thought, was not to play at all.
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        * * *

      

      The demarcation between Delirium and the Hedge was so subtle and insidious that Zoe walked right past it.

      A piercing headache had slowly built up over the last half-hour of walking. By the time the brambles around them began to visibly twist and wither, the headache had reached a peak, pounding insistently at the back of her eyes.

      “You are agitated,” Jean observed. “I do not think it is natural.”

      Zoe brought herself up short. She pinched the place between her eyes, breathing in. “That’s because I have a fucking headache,” she muttered. She paused, hearing the words aloud. The pain had crept up on her so slowly that she hadn’t even been conscious of it until that moment. “Shit. I bet it isn’t natural.”

      She focused her Witchsight carefully on the world around them. The already-blazing Arcadian colors had become brighter, but also more blurry and less distinct. A subtle, bitter scent hung in the air. As she breathed in, it burned lightly at her throat.

      Zoe glanced toward Jean. His carefully-controlled bloodlust was just a bit less neatly-coiled than usual. His irises had expanded, darkening his eyes. He was doing a better job of holding off the realm than she was, though he probably wasn’t directly conscious of its assault.

      “Delirium snuck up on us,” she told him, irritated. “I meant to take a few precautions before we got here, but I guess it’s better late than never.”

      Zoe pulled out the wooden box in her pocket. She’d replaced the iron inside with three somewhat-crumpled crimson lilies, one of which she handed to the vampire. As he took the flower from her, Zoe flicked her finger at the blossom, and its stem snapped out to slither around his neck. The seigneur jerked back, but the flower didn’t pull tight enough to hurt.

      “I made these in the Briars, where I’ve got a little more punch to my magic,” she told him. “Spiritually, they’re close enough to blood that the realm will mistake them for part of you. They’ll absorb a certain amount of the poison here… but they won’t last forever.”

      Zoe closed the other lily about her neck. As it wriggled into place, her headache instantly eased, and she let out a relieved breath. Next to her, she felt Jean’s tiny spike of bloodlust abate. She tucked away the last lily, trying not to think about who it was for.

      “I can’t pre-emptively protect us against everything we might find here,” Zoe told him. “But that’s why I’ve got you. You’re my buddy system. If something fucks up my calm, I need you to steady me out long enough that I can figure out how to protect us both.”

      Jean rubbed at his throat where the lily had settled. He considered this for a moment. “…and what will you do if I lose my mind?” he asked. “Have you a plan for surviving my hunger?”

      Zoe pursed her lips — and offered out her arm. “Have a drink,” she said. “On me.”

      Jean’s brow knitted. Wariness and confusion flickered through him. “You want me to drink your blood?” he asked, as though to confirm.

      “Only a little bit, please,” Zoe said. “And it’d be nice if you were gentler about it than Vivienne was.”

      The seigneur seemed to sense that there was a hidden danger in what she was asking. But he still saw Zoe as a warlock, and not as a witch. Gently, he took her arm. His eyes came to rest on the dislodged bandage where Vivienne had torn into her wrist. Rather than reopen the injury again, he carefully rolled up the sleeve of the button-down she had stolen from Simon to expose the inside of her arm. He brought his mouth down to the skin there, and Zoe did her best not to wriggle away in discomfort.

      Jean was gentler than Vivienne. In fact, it took Zoe a moment to realize that he had broken the skin at all. Her intense awareness of her own blood told her that the seigneur had swallowed a mouthful. A pleasant tingle shivered up her arm. He drew away, and she realized that she couldn’t even see the place where he’d bitten her.

      “Is that sufficient?” he asked.

      Zoe blinked. “Yeah,” she said. “Man. I ought to have you do my next blood test.”

      That elicited a slight smirk. “Quebecois vampires are so forward,” said the seigneur. “I normally appreciate the quality, but their feeding habits leave something to be desired.” He released her arm, and she tugged the sleeve back down again. “You have an interesting taste. I am sure that does not bode well for me.”

      “You’ll be fine as long as you don’t try to tear my throat out,” Zoe told him. “But I’d advise avoiding that if at all possible.” She paused. “On a similar note: there’s a good chance we’ll be running into an insane Scorpio witch in here. He might or might not be a warlock of… uh, you know who.” It was best not to say Lord Wormwood’s name in his own realm; nothing was likelier to draw his direct attention. “Anyway, if we see Malcolm, our best chance is to kill him before he kills us. Whatever you do, don’t let him get his hands on your blood… and for god’s sake, don’t drink his.”

      Jean’s smirk disappeared at that. Even the seigneur had a healthy fear of Scorpio. “So noted,” he murmured.

      Zoe pulled in a breath, and turned her attention back to their surroundings. The Hedge’s basic structure had continued into Delirium, which was part of why it had been so easy to miss the transition. The neat walls of green were more disordered, though, and peppered with even less friendly-looking plants. She didn’t recognize many of them on-sight — she suspected that some of them didn’t even have real-world equivalents — but even without the power of the Briars warning her off, she could have guessed that the dark flush of poisonous purple on their leaves didn’t mean anything good.

      Arcadia’s sky was normally emerald in color — but here, it had shifted to a bright, acidic greenish-yellow, obscured in places by dark purple clouds. A soft rumbling filled the air. All around them, tiny, shivering drops of liquid began to rise upward from the ground toward the threatening storm clouds above.

      “Is that supposed to be rain?” Jean asked. Then, as though he wasn’t sure she was seeing the same thing he was, he added: “It is raining in the wrong direction.”

      Zoe reached out to run her fingers through the water. It tingled on her skin, and she felt the lily at her throat twitch. “Yeah, it’s real,” she said. “It’s also poisonous. Like everything else here, probably.”

      The seigneur frowned deeply. “I expect you have a plan,” he said.

      Kind of. “We find Simon. We wait for a distraction — there’s supposed to be a pretty big one at some point.” I hope. If Blackfrost cooperates and the Lady plays nice. “When that happens, we grab him and run like hell.”

      Jean looked terribly unimpressed. He flicked a raindrop out of the air as it passed him. “And how do we find Monsieur Leclair?” he asked.

      Zoe fell silent. The seigneur sighed.

      “Hey,” she snapped. “I’m doing pretty good for someone making all this up on a time limit. If you’ve got any ideas, I’m all ears.”

      Jean shrugged. “Can you not do some magic to find him?” he asked.

      Zoe groaned. “No,” she said. “I can’t just do some magic. There’s limits to what I’m good at. Directional magic is a Sagittarius thing—”

      She stopped. Jean raised an eyebrow.

      Very slowly, Zoe pulled out Simon’s compass. Its needle currently pointed back the way they’d come, toward the distant Briars. But if Simon had a piece of the Briars inside him the same way that she did, then technically, a small tweak might be enough to change the needle’s target.

      Zoe chewed on the inside of her cheek. “All right. I’m gonna try something. You mind keeping me calm while I do? If I fuck it up, we’ll be wandering around without a working compass.”

      “As you wish,” Jean said. She couldn’t tell whether he was being facetious or not. Either way, she felt his touch on her mind.

      The brush against her emotions was more obvious this time than it had been in the cemetery; Zoe suspected that was intentional. A soft numbness spread through the panic that had slowly begun to rise within her ever since she’d realized where they were. Like a mental anaesthetic, it dulled the edge and surrounded her in a cloud of nihilistic apathy. It wasn’t enough to drain her motivation entirely… but it did give her the focus she needed to reach out for the compass with her magic, unbothered by the possibility that she might accidentally destroy it.

      As with the last time she’d touched Simon’s Sagittarius magic, she saw the golden glow waver uncertainly against her dark, watery power. Zoe lightened her touch, delicately tangling herself in the spell. The thorn that made up the compass needle currently yearned for home — it dreamed of a rose in the Lady’s garden from which it had been plucked.

      Zoe smiled softly in spite of herself. One of Rose’s flowers, she thought. This should be easy, then.

      With her power, she whispered to the thorn of a different dream — another one that still lingered within it.

      Simon’s lips on hers. The feeling of his soft hair slipping through her fingers. His voice whispering her name…

      Fear threatened that delicate dream. What if he’s already dead? What if he’s lost his mind because I took too long? What if I never see him again—

      The glow in the compass wavered like a candle in the wind. Zoe hitched her breath; her heart clenched.

      But that numbness deepened, and she felt the fear plucked away with expert care, leaving only a strange emptiness where it once had been.

      Zoe refocused her thoughts on Simon. You found me once through that connection. I know it’s still there. The Briars love you. They’ve got to want you home as badly as I do.

      Slowly, the needle steadied… and swung gently around.

      Zoe let go of the spell quickly, before her power could overwhelm it. She breathed out. “I think… I think it worked.”

      The seigneur’s touch left her mind. That low-level panic ebbed back into her thoughts — but it was tempered by the knowledge that she’d found a path to Simon.

      “Bon,” Jean murmured. “Perhaps the rest shall be so simple.”

      Tangy skepticism colored his aura as he said it… but he clearly meant the words to be encouraging, and so she let them stand.
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      Zoe wasn’t entirely sure how long they walked, following the compass — time in Arcadia could be misleading, even with a clock to check the time by. But eventually, the way forward cleared, and they found themselves on a hill overlooking a massive Victorian estate. From a distance, it seemed shabby and run-down — and perhaps it was — but if so, it was kept in exactly the condition that its lord preferred.

      On the up-side, the strange rain had gone. The violet clouds parted, and the stars shone above them in a pitch black sky.

      Unfortunately, the stars were wrong.

      Zoe looked away instinctively before the image of the sinuous, shifting lights above them could fully register. Her mind stuttered, assaulted, and she found herself fighting to forget the sight before it could seep into her brain. Thankfully, her Witchsight wasn’t so strong that she could see something that distant with it; the alien stars simply hovered at the edge of her awareness, hostile and hungry.

      Jean, less conversant with the dangers of simply seeing the wrong thing in Arcadia, glanced upward with interest. Zoe lunged toward him, grabbing his head and forcing it down.

      The seigneur did not like that — not least because Zoe was shorter than he was, and this resulted in a terribly awkward position which craned his neck. She saw his silver eyes flare with red for just a moment… but slowly, he calmed himself, belatedly recognizing the danger he had been in.

      “…sorry,” Zoe breathed, forcing herself to relax. “Uh. In case it wasn’t obvious — I don’t think it’s a good idea to look at those.” Carefully, she released him again.

      Jean straightened, casting his eyes carefully downward. “I am quickly beginning to despise all things faerie,” he murmured.

      “I can’t say that’s a bad opinion to have,” Zoe muttered back. She glanced down the hill toward the main house of the estate. The compass was quite clearly pointing toward it. “We’re headed that way, looks like. I’m gonna guess we don’t want to walk in the front door and give the butler our calling cards.”

      Jean narrowed his eyes. “If there is any sense at all to this place, there should be a servants’ entrance to a home like that. Near the back.”

      Zoe frowned. “I don’t know that it’s safe to assume there is any sense to a realm called Delirium. But it’s worth a try.”

      The two of them started down the hill. The hedge followed them as they went, twisting and turning now at less sensible angles. The piece of the Briars within Zoe warned her that the hedge walls here were even more poisonous and less friendly than before; though they both did their best not to touch the thorns directly, she couldn’t help but notice that every time a new red scratch opened on her hand, the lily at her neck quavered insistently.

      Though they eventually set foot on level ground, the twisting hedge maze continued well before them, blocking the way to the great, tattered building at the center. Zoe eyed it distastefully, before turning to Jean. “Hey. You mind giving me back that envelope?”

      The vampire gave her a level look, and she sighed. “I just need something to write on. I’m shit at mazes.”

      Jean plucked the envelope from his coat pocket and handed it over to her wordlessly. Zoe rummaged for the pen she’d borrowed off Dorian earlier, and started marking on the back of the envelope.

      Time distended as they traveled through the twisted hedge maze. Zoe’s makeshift map was frustratingly less-than-helpful. More than once, they hit a dead end and retraced their steps, only to run into a path that seemed different from the one they’d just left. As they walked back out into an intersection she’d never seen before, Zoe hissed in frustration.

      “I’m not imagining things, am I?” she said. “This place is changing.”

      Jean spread his hands. “I cannot begin to fathom the minds of faeries,” he said. “But I cannot see that offering a clear path forward is of any benefit to the seigneur of this realm.”

      Zoe pursed her lips. “Yeah, well… I’m not interested in wandering around here for the next few months.” She considered the path before them. “I’m gonna have to risk some of the Lady’s magic. It might draw some attention.”

      Jean frowned slowly. “What happens in that case?” he asked.

      “We’ll probably both be screwed,” she muttered. “Think positive thoughts, huh?”

      Zoe reached down into the seed of Arcadian power that had burrowed into her soul. It had begun to settle there — setting down roots, worming its way into every corner. It was still vaguely foreign to her, but that didn’t matter; the moment she touched it, it responded eagerly, coiling in her blood.

      Slowly — very carefully — she pressed the power of the Briars against that of Delirium. The Lady probably would have cast her power directly against the hedge, forcing it aside… but that wasn’t the way that Zoe had been taught. Instead, she insinuated that same seed of power into the plants before her, urging the Briars to stretch and crawl through them, as if they were a poison of her own.

      Delirium knew the poison game. As the realm found itself unable to twist away from her power, it instead began to head her off strategically, sacrificing bits of itself in order to hem in the damage. The realm wanted to isolate her infection… which suited Zoe just fine. She wasn’t crazy enough to try and conquer the whole realm — she just needed a bit more control over the parts right in front of her.

      The hedge before them shivered… and slowly parted.

      “Let’s make it quick,” Zoe said to Jean, shoving the maze-covered envelope back into his hands. “The longer I do this, the more likely it is we’ll get caught.”

      The way cleared before them as they went. Zoe made a beeline straight for the back of the great, dilapidated house. Overhead, she was dimly aware of the stars shifting overhead, endlessly hungry for some intangible quality that the two of them carried. A distant rumble shook the skies, and she had to keep herself from looking up instinctively.

      Jean twitched, but kept his eyes cast to the ground. He had his hands folded thoughtfully behind him, as though to prove how unnecessary all the tension in the air was. “Et ça, c'était quoi?” he asked.

      Another faraway rumble followed the first. Zoe felt a tug at the piece of the Briars that had nested in her soul. “I think that’s our distraction,” she said. Thank god. She barely prevented herself from expressing the thought out loud. The seigneur was unimpressed enough with her planning as it was. He didn’t need to know that she’d half-expected the Lady to sulk in the Briars, or become distracted by some petty argument with Blackfrost.

      She hurried ahead, keenly aware of the growing pressure at the borders of the realm. True to Jean’s intuition, there was a servant’s entrance near the back of the manor — for use by what creatures, Zoe wasn’t entirely certain. A discreet set of narrow stairs led down to toward a single, basement-level door, partially hidden behind a curtain of deep violet ivy. Zoe checked the compass in her hands — it pointed directly forward. Carefully, she nudged the ivy aside to pull at a twisted silver door handle.

      Predictably, it didn’t budge.

      She growled at the door, considering her options. Never one to ignore a lesson, Zoe had palmed a particularly sharp letter opener from Dorian’s office during her time there, in the case that she needed to get at her own blood in a hurry. She slipped her hand into her pocket, rubbing her fingers over it as she thought. Normally, Scorpio magic wouldn’t do much of anything to a real object — but in Arcadia, the mental and the physical had little separation. If she applied herself properly, maybe she could eat through the door itself—

      Jean politely brushed past her, and slammed his shoulder into the door.

      Hinges cracked and splintered. The door shuddered in its frame.

      The vampire smashed into the door once more — this time, his supernatural strength was enough to bust it open entirely.

      Jean stepped back again and straightened, rolling at his shoulder. Red faded slowly from his eyes. “Après vous,” he murmured.

      Zoe let out her breath. “Yeah. Ladies with faerie magic first, I guess.”
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        * * *

      

      They weren’t alone in the servants’ wing.

      Wavering, mirage-like creatures rushed back and forth. What they were doing, exactly, Zoe couldn’t tell — there was no rhyme or reason to their movements. The faerie creatures were vaguely humanoid, but inexplicably difficult to focus on. Every time she tried to look at one head-on, its features and colors blurred.

      One smoky, oil-smudged figure tried walking straight through Zoe as she walked in the back door. She jerked back quickly — but as its arm ghosted through her body, her vision wavered and went black at the edges.

      Childish laughter.

      Malcolm’s voice. “I can show you things you never imagined possible.”

      Blood. Screams.

      Simon’s whisper against her lips: “I love you.”

      The lily at Zoe’s throat shuddered violently. She came back to herself with a jolt, breathing hard. Jean glanced at the flower around her neck.

      “That is a bad sign, yes?” he observed.

      Zoe fingered the flower worriedly. A rotten black spot had spread across one of its crimson petals. “Yeah, that’s bad,” she muttered. Her voice shook. For just a second, she’d felt as though she were coming apart at the seams — stuck in a hundred disconnected moments at once, with no sense of the single, central individual to whom they all belonged.

      The servants rushed onward, just as ubiquitous as they were oblivious to the presence of the two interlopers. Jean frowned at them. “Are they faeries?” he asked.

      “Maybe?” Zoe said. “I don’t know. They’re made from Delirium, so I guess that means yes.”

      The seigneur narrowed his eyes. “They have emotions,” he said.

      Zoe blinked. She focused her Witchsight more directly on the creatures, though the act made her head dizzy. “No… they’ve got something. But I don’t think it’s emotion.” She shook her head. “Nothing born from Arcadia has emotion. Some of them have…” She struggled to articulate the concept. “They have the idea of emotion. Like one of those crappy plastic candles with a light bulb flame. It lights up the room okay, and maybe it even looks right from a distance, but… it’s not real fire.”

      Jean considered the creatures for a long moment. Zoe felt him stretching his power, and she knew he was thinking about trying to consume some of that false emotion. “I know you’re a gambling sort of guy,” she said. “But I really wouldn’t do that.”

      The seigneur smiled wryly. “Perhaps I have lost enough to my gambles for one day,” he said. “Fascinating as it might be to throw the dice.”

      Outside, the sky rumbled ominously again. Zoe took a shaky breath… and carefully stepped back inside the manor. After only the briefest of hesitations, Jean stepped in after her.

      Avoiding the faerie servants was doable, but difficult. Zoe had to keep one eye on the compass as she went, adjusting their route accordingly. Every time she looked away and back at the creatures surrounding her, they seemed to distort even further — becoming more unearthly and less well-defined. Jean, who moved with a kind of liquid, inhuman grace, had fewer issues than she did; occasionally, he reached out to jerk her back by the edge of her borrowed shirt, pulling her out of the path of one of the hazy ghosts that walked Lord Wormwood’s halls.

      The corridors twisted and turned — less frequent than the hedge maze, but even more dizzying and claustrophobic. More than once, Zoe saw the compass swing back and forth as they climbed stairs upward or walked just slightly too far, unable to find a door in the direction she needed to go. The closer she felt them get to Simon, the more an urgency rose in her chest.

      Figures blurred and stuttered. Even with the flower at her throat, Zoe felt the realm around her like a fever dream. There was a strange, floating euphoria to it, but even that pleasure held an unhealthy edge. They were getting dangerously close to the center of Wormwood’s authority. That power was like a drug, calling her in — promising only a potent, never-ending dissolution of everything she was. It was still tempting, for no particular reason she could discern.

      The taste of lavender tea on her lips.

      Cold blue eyes, shrouded in darkness deeper than a starless night — power rising to enfold around Malcolm as he staggered backward from the sight.

      Simon’s fingers threaded through her hair. “C’est le temps que tu as perdu pour ta rose qui rend ta rose importante.”

      Jean’s hand came down on her shoulder. Numbness spread through her mind again, more strongly this time. Zoe realized she’d stopped dead in the middle of the hallway, allowing one of the creatures to whisper through her entire body.

      The lily at her throat shivered again. More than half of its petals had withered black.

      Zoe gasped in a labored breath and staggered out of the way. Jean followed — his own movements were stilted, as though he’d had the wind knocked out of him. She scrabbled at a door handle, dragging them through into a side room.

      “God damn,” she managed hoarsely. “This place is getting to me.”

      The seigneur leaned heavily against the door. His eyes had sparked with red again, but there was a distant, satiated quality to them. He took a long, steadying breath. Zoe saw a flicker of ecstasy go through him, and the disquieting thought hit her: was he being drugged off her emotions? She couldn’t see her own emotions, and so couldn’t see him feeding on them. But the seigneur looked as though he might sink down to the floor and drift away.

      “You all right?” she asked warily.

      Jean blinked slowly. She watched as — with great effort — he reclaimed his presence of mind. “Neither of us shall last much longer,” he said. “Where does your compass point?”

      Zoe turned to regard the room in front of them. Walls of vibrant stained glass spread out before them like a kaleidoscope into the shape of an overly-grand conservatory. Dusty and scarred by disuse, there was nonetheless a heady quality to it. At the center, a tall fountain of glass and tarnished silver stood floor to ceiling, its arms overflowing with an acid green liquid.

      The compass pointed straight forward… but Zoe didn’t need to check it again. There was a figure wound within the blackened arms of the fountain, trapped in its cloying embrace. Simon slept there; his glasses were nowhere to be found. His skin looked as though it ought to be an ash grey color, but it was hard to tell, in light of the steady green drip of liquid across his face and the ghostly dash of colors created by alien stars shining through the kaleidoscopic ceiling.

      Zoe rushed toward him, her heart in her throat. Simon was still alive — she could tell by the faint, nauseating spin of his aura — but he didn’t look good. She nearly reached out to wipe the green liquid from his face… but some lingering shred of practicality stopped her just in time. The liquid in the fountain had a bitter, pungent smell that instantly went to her head.

      Simon was absolutely poisoned. Zoe barely had to focus her Witchsight to see it. The sickly green haze infected every inch of his body. She itched to wipe it all away, to let him rest properly… but first, she needed to pry him loose from that ghastly fountain.

      “Absinthe,” Jean murmured. He was already behind her, though she hadn’t heard him move. “Probably much stronger than my usual tastes, however.”

      Zoe turned to regard the vampire, fixing her eyes on the lily at his throat. It still had a bit more white to it than hers did. “Can you get him free?” she asked. “However strong that stuff is, there should be enough juice left in that flower to protect you for at least a few seconds.”

      Jean glanced over the metal arms that curled around Simon. Calmly, he set his coat aside and rolled up his sleeves. Red flashed in his eyes once more… and he began to peel the tarnished fountain away from Simon.

      Acid green coursed over the vampire’s pale hands as he lifted away the metal curled around Simon’s throat. The crimson lily convulsed like a patient in a sick bed — black flickered visibly through its veins. As the seigneur reached for the arm about the warlock’s waist, and then for the one at his feet, the lily withered entirely, overcome by the blighted concoction.

      Jean dragged Simon quickly back out of the fountain, letting him down gently to the floor. Zoe gave into the impulse to drag him into her arms, holding him close. Her body trembled with a mixture of bone-deep relief and brand new worries as she gently wiped away the liquid on his face with her sleeve.

      “Simon?” she whispered, though she knew he couldn’t hear her. “Simon, I’m here. I’ve got you.”

      His body shivered faintly… but she worried that it might be more from fever than from any recognition of the change in his circumstances. She fumbled for the wooden box with the last lily, pulling it out and fastening it around his neck.

      Two of its petals withered instantly, spiralling away to the floor. The shivering stopped, and Simon’s pulse strengthened… but he didn’t open his eyes. Zoe swallowed. “Okay. That’s… that’s something.” She glanced toward Jean. This deep within Delirium, the poison in the air was already getting to him, now that the flower at his neck had died. She set her jaw, and reached for the lily at her neck, but the vampire stopped her with a hand on her wrist.

      “I can endure,” the seigneur said shortly. He broke his grip on her to pick back up his coat, pulling it around his shoulders. “You have less mass. The poison will affect you more quickly. Let us leave, and it will soon become irrelevant.”

      Jean reached down to haul Simon over one shoulder… but a shadow flickered behind him, and the vampire staggered forward before he could finish. Jean hit his knees; excruciating pain flickered in his aura, as blood stained his immaculate white shirt.

      Zoe reacted instinctively, lashing out at the shadow with her power. It was only the barest shroud; her magic tore it away in shreds, revealing the person beneath.

      Malcolm stood behind Jean, his one red eye burning. The witch was even more ragged than the last time that Zoe had seen him. A maddened swirl of power had now broken the thin shield of his composure, clashing with the underlying shadow of his own Scorpio magic. An iron knife in his right hand dripped blood, and Zoe’s eyes fixed upon it with a deep sense of foreboding.

      He has Jean’s blood.

      Calmly, Malcolm kicked the seigneur aside. Jean’s eyes glowed a sudden fiery red — he snarled with a mixture of pain and hunger, the injury already knitting together. He was on his feet again, lunging for the witch… but Malcolm barely had to touch the iron anchor with his magic to send the vampire reeling back, clutching at his stomach. Nausea mixed with agony in his aura. His eyes rolled back into his head, and he shuddered, going limp.

      “You don’t belong here,” Malcolm informed the vampire, bemusement in his tone. “This world is beyond your petty politics.”

      Zoe stepped quickly in front of Simon’s unconscious body. She shoved her hand into her pocket, closing her fingers around the letter opener there. Blood trickled down her fingers. She gathered her power around it, intending to take advantage of Malcolm’s current distraction with Jean… but the shadow that hissed around her hand was so unexpectedly solid that she gasped, and her attempt went wide.

      The spell still came within a hair’s breadth of Malcolm’s arm — but he swatted it so carelessly aside that it was clear he considered Zoe to be of even less danger than the seigneur before him.

      “This is Arcadia, Zoe,” Malcolm told her. His mismatched eyes remained on the vampire. “Ideas made manifest. Magic feels different when you can touch it, doesn’t it?” He shook his head. “Why am I trying to teach you anything? You’ve decided you don’t need me.”

      Zoe stared at him. Even with the power of the Briars, even with Malcolm in this maddened state, he was still too much for her. Simon was still unconscious. Jean was hurt, but it didn’t look like he was dying… not yet.

      She needed another option. Another way out.

      Buy time.

      “I blackmailed him into coming here,” she said, gesturing at Jean. “He probably hates me as much as you do.” Guilt stabbed into her stomach as she looked at the vampire on the floor. Whatever she’d told Jean — whatever she’d told herself — the idea of his death did bother her.

      Jean. The thought hit her like a thunderbolt. He drank my blood.

      “I don’t hate you, Zoe,” Malcolm sighed. “I am disappointed in you. I gave you everything — more than should have been humanly possible. I opened your eyes to an entire world. And in return? What have you given me?”

      He turned to regard her more fully. Good. Look away. Don't pay attention to him. Zoe clenched her nails into her bloody palm. Blood called to blood — the shadow in Jean’s body began to burn away. Not quickly or completely… but maybe just enough.

      “You’re right,” Zoe breathed carefully. “Maybe… maybe I can still help you.” She bit at her lip, doing her best not to show the pain that speared through her hand. “I can… try to undo what you’ve done—”

      Malcolm shook his head gently. “Buy time,” he mocked her. “I taught you even that. But you’ve finally rebelled too much, Zoe. You’ve sold your soul. How could I ever trust you now, knowing that the Lady of Briars holds a tether on everything you are?” He flicked something into his hand. Kaleidoscopic starlight glinted off glass; a tiny globe of dark liquid. Zoe didn’t need to see it clearly to know what it was: every fiber of her being recognized it as blood.

      Her blood.

      “Where did you get that?” she whispered. No wonder he’d been able to steal her wards. He wasn’t skilled beyond her comprehension — he didn’t have any special, secret knowledge that allowed him to brush away her power without care. He’d simply had her blood all along.

      “I considered it prudent to take precautions when I first made you,” Malcolm sighed. “I never thought the day might come when I truly needed to use this.”

      Zoe lashed out at him with a spell, desperate. She knew the moment that he touched her blood with his magic, she would be every bit as helpless as Jean.

      Malcolm closed his fist on the sphere. Glass crunched and dug into his hand. Zoe felt the shadow of his magic take hold of her, digging into her soul. There was no delaying it, no isolating it: he had her dead to rights, and she knew it.

      White-hot pain blossomed in her skull. She’d fallen to the floor, knocking her head against it. Her body wracked with pain.

      Jean, she thought dimly. I’ve got to wake him up…

      But Malcolm’s hold on him was burning away too slowly. The vampire wasn’t going to wake up in time.

      Zoe struggled uselessly, casting about for something, anything to use. Instead, her hand brushed Simon’s shoulder. Fear stabbed into her stomach. She’d been so close, so close to getting him somewhere safe and fixing everything…

      “Is this the creature that stole you from me?” Malcolm whispered. His shoe pressed against Zoe’s fingers, kicking them away. He pressed his foot into Simon’s chest, leaning down with a wild gleam in his red eye. “What did he promise you, Zoe, if you swore yourself to his queen? Was it riches? Power?”

      Vomit crawled its way up Zoe’s throat as she burned in agony. She forced it down with a snarl. “Don’t… touch… him!”

      Malcolm smiled, but there was no pleasure in the expression. His aura swirled with anger, fear, injury, madness. “The lord of this realm traded me protection in return for this warlock,” he said. “But what good is protection, if I continue to lose my mind?” He considered Simon coldly. “He can die along with you.”

      Malcolm raised the iron knife once again.

      Zoe wrenched herself up and threw herself at him, grabbing the knife by the blade. Her strength wasn’t nearly enough; the edge came down on her shoulder, jamming into bone. She opened her mouth to scream in pain — but she had so little breath left in her that nothing came out.

      Something spasmed in her chest. At first, she thought it was more poison, more nausea. But it crawled within her, seething, furious… and she realized that it was the Briars.

      The Briars love Simon, she thought.

      Rose loved Simon.

      Zoe gasped and choked, fighting her way against the pain. She reached out toward Malcolm — not with her stolen magic, but with the furious seed that the Lady had bestowed upon her.

      The stolen seed within Malcolm answered in a rage.

      Malcolm was no warlock. He’d stolen Rose’s power — power that had been born from the Briars — but he had no authority to control it. Zoe did have that authority — she’d pacted with the Lady, exchanging her true name and her promised service for the right to wield the Briars.

      Zoe awoke that seed within Malcolm’s soul, stoking its rebellion. It burst and bloomed within him, crawling its way into every corner of his power like a creeping vine.

      Malcolm screamed. The knife dropped to the floor.

      “Rose Leclair sends her regards, mon tabarnak,” Zoe rasped.

      The Briars surged. Malcolm choked and clawed at his throat, but it was no use; he’d intentionally stitched the Briars right into his soul. There was no escaping them.

      Bloody thorns wriggled up from his mouth, sliding between his lips. A single, wicked rose blossomed there, as though to mock him.

      Zoe curled herself into Simon’s chest, fighting off unspeakable pain. She didn’t watch what happened next.

      All she knew was that when Malcolm’s body hit the ground, his aura had gone dead and cold.
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      Malcolm’s spell shouldn’t have faded with his death. But without him actively controlling it, Zoe slowly became aware of the poison in her blood receding, pushed back by the lily at her throat.

      Another withered black petal fell away from her neck. She breathed in with difficulty, wincing at the gash in her shoulder. Someone hauled her up, and she hissed in pain.

      Jean set her back on her feet, steadying her on his arm. He didn’t look terribly healthy himself — he had a ghastly pallor, and his normally disciplined aura was growing more than a little bit wild — but there was a determined set to him that suggested laying down again was not an option he would be entertaining any time soon.

      “I cannot carry you both, in my current condition,” the vampire told her, jerking his head toward Simon. “Can you wake him?”

      Zoe pressed her lips together, smothering a soft groan. But she jerked her head in a reluctant nod, and Jean helped her over toward the other warlock.

      Simon’s lily was half-withered now; Zoe hoped that was a sign that it had managed to leech a good portion of the poison from his system. Sure enough, much of the acid green in his body had cooled or disappeared. He probably should have been at least dimly lucid by now… but as Zoe gently shook his shoulder, his eyelids didn’t even flutter.

      There was something buried in his aura, she thought — something deeper and more insidious than the poison itself. Had Lord Wormwood done something to him directly?

      Zoe breathed out, feeling dizzy and displaced. Clumsily, she tried to reach out to Simon through the bond they shared, as he had done earlier. His mind seemed beyond her reach, though — sunk into a deep and terrible slumber. It was far from dreamless, unfortunately, if the clash of color in his aura was any indication.

      She breathed out, fighting back against the pain in her shoulder. “There’s something else affecting him. I think Lord Wor— I mean, a certain faerie lord did it to him.” Zoe shook her head miserably. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to fix it. It’ll take another faerie lord to break it, probably.”

      “Inconvenient,” Jean muttered. His eyes held a consistent sheen of red to them now. Zoe felt his hunger starting to run away with him. “Naturellement, the man who studies faerie tales would become their victim.”

      Zoe paused at that. Something niggled at her mind. Simon had mentioned… something about curses. God, that felt like forever ago now.

      “True love’s kiss will break most faerie curses, even if you’re a pauper,” he’d said.

      She let out another breath. “All right. I’m gonna try something stupid. If you laugh at me, I swear to god, I’ll make you regret it.”

      “I have no sense of humor, mademoiselle,” Jean said with a straight face.

      Zoe snorted, and returned her attention to Simon. Doubts roiled through her mind. She’d said the words I love you… and she’d meant them. Simon had changed her whole world — before him, she hadn’t realized just how strongly it was possible to love and admire someone. But what the hell was true love? It was the kind of thing she imagined Simon felt for others — the way he’d felt about Rose. Zoe’s love wasn’t like that. It was selfish and desperate and needy. What if it wasn’t the right kind of love?

      Part of her didn’t want to find out. But if it meant there was even a slim chance that they might all get out of here alive… well, her pride could take the hit.

      Zoe leaned down to brush her lips over Simon’s, her heart twisting with anxiety. “Hey,” she whispered. “It’s time to go home.”

      Nothing happened.

      Zoe closed her eyes. A pang of misery hit her in the stomach. Not good enough.

      “If you are attempting what I suspect you are attempting,” Jean said, “I would suggest a different approach.”

      Zoe shot him a dirty look. “Would you turn around?” she demanded. “This is weird enough as it is.”

      Jean ignored her. “You are currently miserable and afraid,” he said patiently. “If there is love in you, then it is buried quite deep beneath the rest.”

      Zoe flushed. Right. He knows what I’m feeling. “I’m having trouble thinking about nice things right now for some reason I can’t quite put my finger on,” she shot back.

      That numbing touch hit her mind again — stronger and hungrier this time, less controlled. Zoe lost her train of thought entirely for a moment, drifting in the absolute lack of emotion. Her fear, her guilt — even the pain in her shoulder — all fell away in a blissful, nihilistic relief.

      She lost track of time in that emptiness. At some point, her body protested, and she realized she had stopped breathing. Do I really need to breathe, though? the thought came. I’m not sure that matters either.

      A tiny, frantic part of her surged from the bottom of her mind, fighting back against that thought. He’s lost control. He warned you. You have to beat this, or maybe none of you will leave at all.

      The idea of laying down and dying sounded pleasant, actually. Everything hurt. There were so many difficult things left to do.

      But Simon.

      I promised, Zoe thought. Her fingers tightened on his shirt. I promised I would come for him. He’s right here, all I have to do is get him home…

      That awful piece of Zoe that sometimes wondered about giving up had no defense against that. She needed to get Simon home. He deserved that. The idea of a world without him was bleak — unimaginable. She wanted to see him smile again, wanted to hear his voice, feel his touch—

      The emptiness couldn’t touch that feeling. It wanted to; Zoe could feel its desire to steal it away from her. But love was every bit as much a mystery to that hunger as it was a mystery to Arcadia.

      Zoe took a shuddering breath… and kissed Simon again.

      She couldn’t see it happen — she’d never been able to see her own emotions. But she felt something shiver and give way inside him.

      Simon’s bright green eyes opened, clear and fever-free. His brow knitted; she saw him struggle for a moment to understand where he was, what was happening.

      Pure relief surged through her. He’s all right. I found him, he’s awake, we’re going home…

      The emptiness still struggled with her, eager for more. Jean’s eyes burned — he’d utterly lost control. Zoe gave one last shove against his hunger, reaching up to dig fingers into the blood on her shoulder.

      Blood called to blood, one more time. Jean staggered as though she’d hit him with a two-by-four. The red in his eyes dimmed, though it didn’t disappear. She watched him reassert his conscious mind, inch by painful inch, his breath rattling in his chest.

      The numbness in her mind ebbed. Zoe sighed in relief. For just a second, as the fight went out of her, her muscles gave in and she collapsed.

      “Zoe!” Simon pushed himself up quickly, eyes wide. He caught her in his arms. He was still shaking, confused… but there was a dawning cognizance in his aura. He tightened his grip on her, burying his face in her hair.

      Zoe groaned lightly at the pain that shot through her shoulder — but the greater part of her didn’t care. It was worth it just to be in Simon’s arms again, to lose herself in the feel of him.

      “I thought… I thought I’d never…” Simon choked before he could finish. A twinge of guilt went through Zoe. She’d had only a taste of Delirium, and she already desperately wanted to leave. She couldn’t bring herself to imagine what it might be like to be entirely at the realm’s mercy for as long as he had.

      I shouldn’t have taken so long, I should have hurried—

      Someone cuffed her lightly across the back of the head. Zoe hissed in pain.

      “It is best I do not try to eat that,” Jean informed her. “But it is an unnecessary emotion, at the moment.”

      Zoe tried to steady herself. Simon glanced up at the seigneur — his eyes were circled with dark shadows, but Zoe felt the moment that his protectiveness kicked in. He staggered to his feet, shoving her behind him. A flicker of golden fire licked up his hands, hot and bright and real, and Zoe grabbed at his arm quickly, wide-eyed.

      “Nononono!” she gasped. “Don’t hurt him, he’s on our side.”

      Simon shuddered. There was still a wild look to his eyes as he watched Jean. The last time they had interacted, Jean had more or less threatened Zoe, so it was… well, understandable. But the seigneur was clearly just as ragged as the rest of them, and there were few explanations for his presence in Arcadia that involved him showing up without Zoe’s help. As that understanding slowly sank in, the fire in Simon’s hands began to gutter out.

      Zoe held onto Simon’s arm a bit longer than was strictly necessary. It was a good thing she did; she had to catch him over her shoulder as he wavered on his feet. The weight made her cringe against the pain again, but she ignored it.

      Jean coolly ignored the threat he’d just been offered, and ducked to loop Simon’s other arm around his back. As he took some of the weight off Zoe, she whimpered in relief.

      “You’re hurt,” Simon managed, horrified. “I should have noticed—”

      Zoe shook her head. “I’ll get a handle on it,” she said. She took in a deep breath, considering her own body. Normally, she had enough control to lower her heart rate — but it occurred to her that in Arcadia, she might be able to do more. She flared her magic, testing out the theory. Blood belongs inside me, she reminded her body, annoyed.

      The injury in her shoulder stopped bleeding. The gash was still there — it still hurt like a bitch — but at least she wasn’t losing more blood.

      Simon cast his gaze around them, still taking in the scenery. His expression went grim as he caught sight of Malcolm’s body, but he didn’t say a word.

      “Blackfrost and the Lady are here,” Zoe told him, by way of distraction. “They’re at the border, kicking up a huge fit. All we have to do is get there.”

      Simon forcibly steadied himself, peeling himself away from Jean. Zoe was halfway convinced that he only found the strength to stand on his own out of sheer, suspicious distaste for the vampire’s closeness. It was unlikely she was going to convince him to ignore the implied danger that the seigneur posed anytime soon.

      “You know the way out?” he asked.

      Zoe winced. “Kind of. It was a mess finding you.” She offered out the compass to him. “If you could fix this to point back at the Briars again, it would probably help.”

      Simon took the compass, puzzled. He had to blink a few times to focus on it properly without his glasses. A shaky smile broke out over his face as he saw it pointing back toward him. “Oh. That was clever. Yes… I think I can fix it.”
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        * * *

      

      The way back through Lord Wormwood’s manor was admittedly easier with the Wanderer of Arcadia leading the way.

      Zoe had thought herself at least moderately ingenious for making it to the manor at all — but even stricken and exhausted, Simon simultaneously navigated their path and handled the dangers there with such rote elegance that Zoe found herself a little bit awestruck.

      As they encountered the faerie servants that had given them so much trouble before, Simon reached into his pocket for a lighter, and replied with an absent-minded flick of flame, still staring at the compass. Bright golden lines of light leapt across the hallway in a fiery web. The ghost-like creatures scattered where the light touched them, darting away from their path. It took Zoe a moment’s inspection to realize that Simon had simply confused the creatures’ sense of direction.

      She and Jean followed in Simon’s wake, staying close behind him. As they did, the vampire shot her one raised eyebrow.

      “You can say it,” Zoe muttered. “I’m a hack.”

      “You did an admirable job with few resources,” Jean told her diplomatically. But she saw the amusement in his aura. He turned his eyes back to Simon, and Zoe saw genuine respect filter through him. “There is no substitute for experience, however.”

      Simon maneuvered them through the hallways with such an uncanny precision that Zoe knew it couldn’t all be due to the compass. She allowed herself a brief moment of envy at his natural magic; Sagittarius witches had a literally supernatural sense of direction.

      She shook off the pang. Scorpio magic had taken her where even Simon didn’t normally dare to go. The flower around his neck that currently kept him on his feet was her invention.

      Speaking of which… Jean wasn’t doing quite so well as he pretended. The deterioration of his body and mind had slowed as they walked further away from the center of Wormwood’s power, but that didn’t mean that it had stopped. Every once in a while, his aura jumped and his jaw clenched. Zoe saw him pause more than once to resettle himself. A lesser vampire like Vivienne would have lost themselves by now… but even the seigneur could only hold out for so long. There was nothing to be done but to escape Delirium entirely; Zoe had offered what remained of her own flower again, and again he had refused.

      Zoe startled as Simon threw open a door at the end of the hallway. The hazy glow of alien starlight trickled in from the outside. Was that the door they had come in through? She couldn’t tell. Either way, another wash of relief went through her. We’re doing it. We’re actually getting out of here.

      Simon turned to regard them seriously. For just a second, Zoe thought that he looked beautiful and strange in the light of those stars. He might have been human, but Arcadia’s touch upon him blurred that distinction, so that he very nearly looked as though he belonged there. “Eyes on the ground,” he said softly.

      Zoe nodded tiredly. As she moved for the door, Simon caught her hand, threading his fingers through hers. They held onto each other with a tight, silent grip on their way out into the hedge maze. The horizon thundered with clashes of faerie power — closer now, but still much too far to see properly. The maze loomed somehow taller than before, and even more ominous, as though it had taken exception to the battle currently happening on Delirium’s border.

      “I don’t think the maze is going to let us leave,” Zoe told him quietly. “I had to cheat to get us in.”

      Simon considered the way grimly. “I think you’re right,” he said. “More cheating may be in order. But I’m not sure I can use the Briars without making a splash.” He glanced her way. “How did you manage it the first time?”

      Zoe frowned. “I guess I took a bit of a Scorpio approach,” she said. “I can try it again, but I’m not as fresh as I was before.”

      As Simon and Jean paused behind her, she reached into her soul to gather up the still-seething power of the Briars. It responded almost too eagerly; she had to pacify it before she dared to release it into the ground before her.

      For just a second, Zoe could have sworn that the hedge hesitated. But it quickly shivered away from her power as it had done before, clearing the way for them to move forward.

      Only a few minutes after they had started, however, the strange stars clouded over, and a familiar, poisonous rain began to slither upward toward the sky. Acid and ozone mixed scents in the air, assaulting their senses.

      The hedge closed in around them abruptly. Violet flowers blossomed in the rain, throwing up plumes of sickly pollen. Zoe threw the Briars against them in a panic — but Delirium no longer shied from her power. Instead, the realm pressed in upon her with a sinister fervor… directed, she knew, by a conscious hand.

      Simon called on his own shard of the Briars, bolstering Zoe’s power with his own — and quickly overtaking it. Unlike her infectious spells, his approach was direct and unapologetic. He seized control of a nearby hedge, winding it about them like a shield. Nothing, however, could stop the poison that rose from the ground in a tainted deluge… and in spite of Simon’s best efforts, the hedge before them parted and bowed.

      From out of that hedge walked a tall, gaunt figure, dressed in an old black morning coat. Both his eyes and his short shock of hair were the same strange violet as the dark flowers that surrounded them. His faintly curving lips expressed a cyanotic blue at the edges, like an oxygen-starved corpse.

      Zoe’s Witchsight showed her clearly the shining crown of sickening, coruscating color that hung about his head like a halo. The power of his mantle fanned out behind him like a twisted, maddening storm.

      “Ah!” said Lord Wormwood. “Uninvited guests! My very favorite sort.”
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      Zoe’s concentration broke in a heartbeat.

      Lord Wormwood hadn’t bothered to veil his power. The press of it on her senses was so shocking that she found herself cringing back, trying to cover her eyes. As with the Lady, however, covering her physical sight did little to relieve the spiritual weight of a faerie lord in his full majesty.

      Useless, came the distant, wretched thought. I’m so useless at the worst moment.

      Simon pulled her in against him, tucking her head into his shoulder. The lingering damage of his stay in Delirium still scarred his soul, but that deep core of warmth still remained beneath it all. His nearness helped to stem the madness, though nothing could banish it completely.

      Zoe had expected to see fear in Simon’s aura… but there was none to be found. There was instead a grim determination — the certainty that came of knowing that the price of failure was too high, no matter how impossible success might seem. Behind them, Jean had tensed, his aura ragged and ravaged by poison… but Zoe knew that he had assessed the situation and found himself ill-suited to contribute to it.

      “You are overmatched,” Simon told the faerie lord quietly. “Even now, two of your peers batter down the gates to your kingdom. If you let us leave unharmed, they will have no reason to continue.”

      Wormwood laughed. It was an empty sound — there was only that strange facsimile of amusement in his aura, bereft of any real emotion. He laughed because it was the thing to do, and not because he knew its meaning. The sight of it made Zoe shiver with newfound fear. This is what a faerie lord is, she thought. This is what they’re truly like, without even a shred of humanity.

      “How can I be a lord who bows to other lords?” Wormwood asked. “There is no sense to it, warlock, truly. You humans call me Lord of Madness, but your sentiments are mystifying by comparison.”

      Simon didn’t bother to argue the point with him. He quickly changed tacks instead. “What use do you have for us?” he asked. “The Lady clearly will not bargain with you. There is no value in keeping us here.”

      The sky rumbled once more. The Lord of Delirium had shifted his attention away from the realm’s borders; the lapse had allowed the other two faerie lords to gain more ground, but somehow, that didn’t seem to concern him overmuch.

      Wormwood tilted his head. “You sell yourself short,” he murmured. “Of course you have value, my dear creature. So many bright dreams are locked within you, desperate to escape. It is my joy, my purpose, to see that they are freed.”

      A shudder wracked Simon’s body at that. The ghost of a dimly-remembered horror shadowed his aura. He had been dreaming while he slept.

      Wormwood smiled. The expression was oddly warm, though his affection was as hollow as the rest of him. “Humans, mortals, witches… you are all so inconstant and distractible. But I am Delirium, and I shall never change. Allow me to deliver you from the terrible shackles of your mind.”

      That awful mantle surged with power.

      Far above them, beyond the roiling violet clouds, the stars began to fall.

      The wavering lights screamed down from the firmament, hissing violent paths of steam through the rain that rose up to meet them. Bright, beautiful, and incomprehensible, the burning stars slammed into the ground around them. With them came the unavoidable sight of utter madness.

      A single, wicked rose, blooming from Malcolm’s mouth.

      Vivienne’s fangs, tearing viciously at her wrist.

      The cloying scent of absinthe.

      Zoe’s mind began to unstitch itself entirely. There was a keening sound in the air. It might have been her own screaming.

      Simon’s fingers dug into her hair, holding onto her desperately. He was coming apart too, though — she could see the unraveling in his aura.

      She needed to do something. Anything. But the thought slid away just as quickly as she tried to grasp at it.

      What was I thinking? Why was I thinking?

      Soon, even those questions were lost in the maelstrom.
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        * * *

      

      Zoe’s mind resurfaced like a drowning creature gasping for breath. Her knees had hit the ground.

      The stars had dimmed. Their glow pulsed and wavered erratically.

      Wormwood’s kaleidoscopic mantle guttered like a candle flame in the wind, struggling for coherence. Jean’s fingers were closed around the faerie lord’s neck; his eyes burned a bright and maddened red. Wormwood stared at the vampire as though he had never seen anything quite like him before.

      The faerie lord’s mantle wavered again. A bit of that effervescent color leeched away, flowing between Jean’s lips. With dawning horror, Zoe realized: the seigneur was feeding on Wormwood.

      Simon moved long before she could form her first full thought, taking advantage of the brief window of respite. He let her go to stagger to his feet. At first, Zoe wasn’t sure just what he intended to do… but as he forced his way toward Wormwood, Simon tore the wilting crimson lily away from his throat, and threw it at the faerie lord.

      He touched the flower with the Briars. It spasmed and grew, reaching out to tangle itself around Wormwood’s body. The lily shuddered and curled around the faerie lord’s arm, climbing its way to his throat.

      The last of its petals wilted almost at once, spiralling to the ground. But Zoe saw the moment of disconnect as the flower leeched the poison of Delirium from the faerie’s body, oh-so-briefly cutting his connection to the crown upon his head.

      The realm lurched.

      Deafening thunder rolled through the air. The poison rain stuttered and reversed… and very slowly turned to frigid sleet.

      Darkness rushed into the brief void created by the disconnection, seizing upon the lordless realm. Cold hunger tore at the stars around them, consuming their alien light. Hedges froze and shot through with strange, frigid roses of ice and stone, as the tall, menacing figure of Lord Blackfrost advanced upon them. Each of his slow, measured steps froze the ground underfoot. As he came to stand just before Wormwood, Blackfrost’s cold blue eyes glinted with merciless victory beneath his crown of shadows.

      Furious, limitless growth carved through the hedge next to Blackfrost, cutting a strange juxtaposition of elements. Virulent vines of jasmine and ivy rapidly expanded, choking out the poisonous violet blossoms. The Lady of Briars stepped from the overgrowth to place one delicate hand upon Simon’s shoulder. The thorns upon her brow seethed and shifted, wilder and more vibrant than ever.

      The lily at Wormwood’s throat fell away entirely… but even as he regained his mantle, it was far too late. The two other faerie lords had claimed the soil beneath his feet, stranding him outside of his own realm. His mantle flickered, caught in the forbidden position of treading upon foreign land. Ice climbed up his body, holding him firmly in place.

      The clash of three Arcadian mantles was too much. Zoe buried her face in her hands and did her best to breathe. The Briars coiled beneath her feet though, and she felt a surge of steady, familiar strength shoot through her. The lingering effects of Delirium leeched away from her; even the injury in her shoulder failed to bother her, so long as her feet touched the Briars. She forced herself to look upon the gathering, with the reassuring power of the Lady holding her mind together.

      Jean turned upon Blackfrost, his eyes burning red. The vampire’s lips were tinged blue around the edges, though Zoe couldn't tell whether that was a hallucination of her Witchsight or not. The seigneur hissed and reached out for the cold faerie lord… but Blackfrost had a hunger all its own, and that hunger was far deeper and more vast than that of a single vampire. Shadows wrapped around Jean, ripping at the unnatural Arcadian power he had tried to digest. Zoe cried out for them to stop — but brutal as the process was, she realized belatedly that Blackfrost was, in his own way, drawing out the toxic bit of Delirium that Jean had taken.

      Jean collapsed beneath that power. The red in his eyes wavered and vanished. Zoe tried to rush to his side — but the moment that she set foot upon that blasted, icy ground, her connection to the Briars wavered, and that storm of power sent her cringing back.

      Simon pressed his fingers silently to his mother’s hand, reassuring — but he released her long enough to stride toward Jean, crossing over into Blackfrost’s territory. As Simon knelt next to the vampire, Blackfrost laughed. It was a laugh entirely unlike that of Wormwood — there was real fire beneath the facade of amusement.

      “Constantly going where you should not, Wanderer,” Blackfrost said. “That is the second time you have dared to step into my realm.”

      “Oh, hush,” a voice said. Zoe realized belatedly that there was a woman standing next to Blackfrost, sheltered in the shadow of his power. Her long black hair stood out starkly against pale skin that glowed like moonlight. Her eyes pierced the darkness of Blackfrost, a bright and bewitching aquamarine that could only be evidence of the touch of a warlock’s pact. Her kind, relieved smile and her comfortable-looking cardigan rather undercut the look, however. She stepped aside to help with the seigneur. “I’m so glad that you’re all right, Simon,” she sighed.

      Simon shot her a smile of genuine friendship and affection. Zoe might have felt a hint of jealousy, if she hadn’t seen the gentler, less powerful crown of shadows that whispered about the woman’s head. “I’m surprised that His Lordship allowed you anywhere near this mess, Elaine,” he said.

      Elaine snorted. “Allowed,” she repeated, as though the very thought was ridiculous. She helped Simon haul Jean to an unsteady standing position. Between the two of them, they managed to bring the vampire to the liminal boundary between Blackfrost and the Briars. Zoe noted, however, that Elaine did not step over that line herself. Suspicion flitted through her aura as her eyes locked upon the Lady of Briars; as soon as Jean was handled, Elaine pulled back toward Blackfrost’s side.

      Whatever their history, however, the Lady had no attention to spare for Elaine. Her too-green eyes were focused upon Wormwood. “Thief,” she hissed. Her voice echoed in the sky above them, cutting through the thunder. “Never again shall you take what is mine!”

      Lord Wormwood considered her with a blank curiosity in his expression. The frost had climbed up his chest, painting his ragged morning coat and trapping his arms behind him. “I understand,” he said to her. “I see it clearly now. You are infected. You and the other one… you have both been poisoned by the Lower World.”

      Of the things that Wormwood might have said, that seemed to be the only one for which the Lady of Briars was unprepared. She cringed back as though he had slapped her. Gray, withered shame shot through her at the sound of her secret spoken aloud.

      “It will be the death of you,” Wormwood told her softly. His violet eyes bore into her. “You are not the first to fall into the vices of the Lower World. The corruption leads to madness of a sort far beyond even my powers.”

      The words were aimed true. Zoe saw them strike neatly. Each one caused ripples of anguish through the Lady. The Briars flinched back with her — Zoe had to stagger back to keep her feet upon them. Blackfrost staggered and reoriented himself, hurrying to stake his claim upon the portion of Delirium which the Lady had abandoned.

      The colorful, shifting crown upon Wormwood’s brow flared. “It may not be too late for you,” he said. “This poison alone, I might deign to cure.”

      There was no malice in the words — Wormwood wasn’t capable of malice. There was merely observation, and cold, empty calculation.

      Blackfrost growled in annoyance. He curled his fingers together; the ice on Wormwood’s body crawled up toward his neck. “You have it backward,” the faerie lord drawled, though Zoe could see the effort he was expending to shore up the Lady’s retreat. “I was born to both worlds. Of the two, I found Arcadia to be the infection… but I have conquered it.” He turned cold blue eyes upon the Lady. “The pure ideas of Arcadia, unsullied by emotion, are endless and perfect… and also useless. To dabble in the Lower World is to be infected by meaning. It is a priceless corruption — a madness the likes of which a creature like Wormwood cannot dream.”

      The Lady narrowed alien green eyes at him. “Do not deign to lecture me, wicked lord!” she hissed. “I am not some warlock caught under your spell! You would only be so pleased to see me wallow in the same misery in which you find yourself!”

      One of the fading stars that had hit the ground flashed anew, cutting back Blackfrost’s grasp upon the darkness. Zoe’s eyes widened. This is a shitty time for an existential crisis!

      “I do not lie,” Lord Wormwood sighed. “Look at the wages of the Lower World, Lady. They are all around you. It is that madness which led these warlocks to my realm. And to what end? Do they even know? Do you know why it is you are here, battering down my doors at the side of your greatest enemy?” He stared her down. “Let me free, and I shall help you.”

      The Lady of Briars hesitated. The Briars shrank back another few feet.

      Zoe glanced at Simon. He still held the seigneur, but he was watching the Lady with a strange look on his face. Worry and grief and regret chased each other within him — and yes, there was love there too. He doesn’t know what to say, Zoe realized. When you’re hurting, it’s natural to want to stop hurting.

      The Lady was a small woman, even in her full wrath. Zoe was able to step fully between her and Wormwood, blocking her view. She drew herself up, fighting back her fear in the face of the creature that owned her soul. I have no idea what to say, she realized. But clearly someone’s got to say something.

      “Maybe he really can get rid of all your feelings,” Zoe said. “But if he does, you don’t get to pick and choose. You can’t love someone and not miss them when they disappear. You miss them because you love them. You get that, right?”

      Rage sparked in the Lady. Zoe felt the prick of the Briars all around her, inside her, in response to the faerie lord’s anger. “Do not dare to lecture me, warlock. You belong to me.”

      Everything she was quavered in the face of that towering presence. Visions of Malcolm’s tortured body flashed into her mind. But Zoe swallowed down her misgivings. “I promised to be yours,” she said. “I promised to serve you the best way I know how. So I’m doing that. If what I am doesn’t serve you, then you also have the right to… you know. Get rid of me.”

      The Lady hesitated. Zoe saw the faerie lord seriously weighing the option of her death. The sight was not terribly encouraging.

      Simon was already on his feet. He may not have been able to see the Lady’s emotions the same way that Zoe did, but he clearly had no interest in gambling on what he couldn’t see. He went quickly to Zoe’s side. “That’s not an option,” he said. There was a measure of desperation in his voice. He turned to look at the Lady. “That’s not an option,” he repeated. “Let her go, if you don’t want her. She doesn’t have to serve you.”

      The Lady’s crown of briars shook, as though in a great wind. Her emerald eyes flashed. Her long, thin fingers clenched into fists. “You would leave me too,” she said. “You will leave me all alone, Simon, just like Rose. Shall I walk again in my gardens, forlorn? Shall I hold so much wasted love that my heart rots inside me?”

      “Yes!” Simon burst out. “Yes, that’s what you should do! It’s what I do!” He stalked forward to grab the Lady by the shoulders. “Flowers die all the time — are you going to raze your gardens to the ground because you might grow too attached to one of them?”

      The Lady flinched back — every inch of her curled and retreated from the unexpected flash of anger. He’s never yelled at her before, Zoe thought, wide-eyed.

      “You begged me for my help!” Simon told her. “You asked me to give up everything I was, right when I was hurting just as much as you were — and I did! I gave you that!” His jaw trembled with emotion. “I did that because I didn’t want you to hurt alone. And I have come to love you, Mother. But if you erase what you have become, then there will be nothing left for me to love.”

      The Lady… wilted. Zoe saw the fight go out of her. The acceptance in her aura was sad and despairing… but it was acceptance.

      Zoe reached out to take the faerie lord’s hand. It was small and fragile-seeming, though she knew the Lady of Briars was stronger than the greatest tree. She wasn’t sure quite what made her do it — maybe it was Simon’s obvious distress, or maybe his sympathy for the Lady had finally, fully infected her. But she squeezed the faerie lord’s hand gently.

      “Let’s go back to your gardens together,” she said. “You and me and Simon.”

      A flicker of longing went through the Lady. She turned her attention back to Wormwood. The Lord of Delirium stood somber and silent, his empty violet eyes staring with disapproval as the Briars slithered in to reinforce Blackfrost.

      Lord Blackfrost relaxed minutely. The full darkness of his power leaned slowly upon the poisonous faerie lord before him. Wormwood’s hands had become only so much ice; his fingers began to crack and bleed a strange black tar.

      “You cannot hold my realm forever,” Wormwood said. Even the alarm in his aura at his own impending demise was hollow — a kind of show, put on because it was expected. “My mantle shall simply pass to another. Delirium will shape them in its image. Eventually, it shall be as though I never died at all.”

      “That’s true,” Blackfrost acknowledged. He smiled sharply. “But nothing lasts forever — not even victory. I’m better at accepting that than the rest of you.”

      His cold blue eyes shot through with black. His hungry realm snapped out at Wormwood, devouring at the other faerie lord. The tarry black cracks in Wormwood’s hands splintered and grew, spidering their way up toward his neck… until the ice overtook him entirely, and the rest of him shattered to the ground.

      Upon the frigid soil of Blackfrost was left an unpleasant oily stain and a wildly shifting crown of many colors.
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      The Lady’s gardens were utterly quiet.

      There were no whispers in the trees, no wind in the flowers. There was instead a somber kind of silence, as though the realm itself were mourning.

      Simon and the Lady walked ahead, arm in arm. They shared a tired, severe sort of finality between them. The toy-like sun in the sky cast a rosy glow over everything in sight as it sank beneath the horizon. Zoe hung back behind them, Jean leaning heavily upon her shoulder. The weight of the moment was such that even the seigneur had recognized it, and kept his silence.

      They eventually paused before a large oak tree, threaded over with rose vines. Zoe didn’t have to look very closely to recognize the emotion sunk into those flowers.

      Simon disengaged himself from the faerie lord and stepped forward. From one pocket, he pulled a long, silver chain — a simple golden ring dangled at the end. As he draped the chain over one of the branches of the tree, Zoe saw a longstanding weight lift away from his aura. It might have been her imagination, but she thought that the black threads of grief in the Lady’s aura might have lifted some as well.

      “Should I feel better?” the Lady of Briars murmured. It seemed like a genuine question. “I have my answer. The witch is dead.”

      “I’m not sure,” Simon admitted softly. He stepped back again, and embraced the Lady for a moment. “Perhaps I’ll know tomorrow.”

      The faerie lord nodded slowly. The reassuring glow of Simon’s aura infected her, salving the injuries that still remained. She sighed, and the sun disappeared abruptly, replaced by a dark night sky and a sliver of moonlight.

      Simon knelt down and settled his back against the tree, the Lady leaned against his shoulder. He smiled at Zoe, and beckoned her over.

      For just a moment, she drank in the sight of him, the feel of him: white-blond hair, gentle green eyes, and all the warmth of a fire in the hearth. It was hard to distinguish his scent from the Briars that surrounded him, but that seemed appropriate somehow. The realm itself had bent around him, displaying its pleasure at his presence in a hundred little ways.

      You belong here, Zoe thought. And I belong wherever you are.

      She moved forward, first settling Jean to sit, and then wearily tucking herself beneath Simon’s arm. A sigh of relief escaped her, and she closed her eyes, soaking in his presence. Simon pressed his lips softly to the top of her hair, with a surge of love so unmistakable and sweet that it nearly brought her to tears.

      “Thank you,” he whispered. “For everything.”

      “Please,” Zoe muttered back. “That’s my line.”

      Simon squeezed her shoulders, leaning his cheek against her hair. Zoe savored the feeling. Simon’s peace and relief spread through the Briars themselves, reflected back in the blossoming of night flowers and a gentle, heady breeze. Zoe had begun to suspect that it wasn’t entirely due to the Lady’s emotions and desires. Can a whole faerie realm fall in love? she wondered.

      I don’t think he’s even noticed. He doesn’t know how much everything wants him here — how much the whole world longs for him to stay.

      Nearby, Jean had closed his eyes, forcing himself to rest. There was still a sense of instability to his normally restrained aura — enough so that Zoe couldn’t bring herself to ignore the tension. She turned to press her lips to Simon’s jaw, and then forced herself to sit upright. “Lady,” she said. “I don’t want to forget. I owe the seigneur of Montreal his promised price.”

      The Lady of Briars considered this, from her placid place next to Simon. Her willow-reed hair shivered — an envelope unfolded from it like a blossom. The faerie lord plucked it free and passed it delicately over into Zoe’s hands.

      “I am also pleased,” the Lady said. “You showed great daring, lord of vampires. Have your due, and be my guest until my warlocks depart.”

      Jean took the envelope from Zoe with a slow nod. He tucked it into his pocket, next to the other one. A sickly violet reminiscent of Wormwood’s eyes still lingered within him, but he shoved it aside. Zoe saw him gather himself to speak. When he did, his silver eyes fixed on her. “You were not wrong, mademoiselle,” he told her. His voice rasped somewhat on the words. “I have perhaps grown too fond of using others, of late. There are still some things which I might do with my own hands.”

      Zoe frowned. There was that thoughtful, calculating cloak to the seigneur again… but it was inward-focused, fixed upon himself. She caught a glimpse of deep pride within him. He had the drive to be better, to do better — not out of any sense of altruism, but because he refused to settle for less.

      “All right,” she sighed. “I guess I’d be kind of sad if you died, too. Happy?”

      A smirk tugged at the side of his mouth. “Your graciousness knows no bounds, mademoiselle,” he acknowledged.

      Zoe narrowed her eyes. “That doesn’t mean I’m willing to jump into whatever underhanded shit you’ve got brewing in the city. I’ve got my limits.” She shifted into a seated position, struggling with the bad taste of the words on her tongue. “If you want help the next time you’ve got someone to protect… I might consider it. If you ask. But that kind of alliance will cost you.”

      Simon shot her a concerned look, but she shook her head at him. Jean was right too. People went out of their way to watch my back when I needed it. Not everyone gets that lucky. I can do more than hide now.

      Jean raised one black eyebrow. He hadn’t expected the offer. “And what cost would you ask of me?”

      Zoe set her jaw. “You said you weren’t interested in hurting Jaz. I want to know that for sure.” She met his eyes directly. “You make an oath to me before we leave, on your blood — vampires can do that, right? Swear that you’ll never do anything to consciously hurt Jasmine Basak.”

      Jean mused this over. Before he could respond, however, Simon interjected: “Might I suggest instead… monseigneur shall consider Detective Basak’s well-being to be just as important as his own. There are fewer ways for him to wiggle free of such an oath.”

      A flare of irritation went through Jean’s aura, and Zoe smiled. “That one,” she said. “Thanks, Simon.”

      Jean’s expression remained neutral, but she saw him weighing the options. “That is an oath of substance,” he said. “It will tie me to see more personally to the detective’s safety.”

      “Detective Basak matters,” Zoe reminded the seigneur. “You said that, not me. And I’m not asking you to do anything I wouldn’t do myself. The next vampire that bothers Jaz is going to find me really uncomfortable to deal with, if she doesn’t handle it herself first.”

      Jean thought on that, long and silent. That pride balanced on a razor’s edge… but Zoe watched as his gambler’s nature shoved it over. He smiled faintly. “I will take your oath,” he said. “For the space of a year and a day. But you will swear in return to publicly display your friendship to me for the same period. Should the arrangement prove mutually beneficial, perhaps we shall extend it further.”

      Zoe frowned. A public alliance was potentially dangerous… but it was hardly the worst thing that the seigneur could have asked for. “I’m not swearing to you on my true name,” she said guardedly.

      “There is hardly a need,” Jean said. He looked past her, toward the Lady. “You will swear instead on the Briars, before your patron… if she is so amenable.”

      The Lady considered this coolly. Her emerald eyes flashed. “As you wish, vampire lord,” she said. “As you have shown courage and cunning in my presence, I shall grant this request.”

      Zoe shivered. As far as oaths went, it was hard to find a more deadly proposition. But she steeled her spine and nodded. She offered out a hand to the seigneur. “I swear before the Lady, on the Briars themselves,” she said.

      Jean sealed her hand in his. “I swear to hold Jasmine Basak’s well-being to be every bit as important as my own, for the space of a year and a day — on my blood and on my power.”

      Zoe watched the seigneur’s red hunger curl about the words, sinking into them with finality.

      Jean released her hand. A soft laugh escaped him; that violet twist shuddered through his aura, and he shivered, forcing it down again. “A friendship then, mon amie,” he said.

      Zoe pressed her lips together. “That was crazy what you did, by the way,” she told him. “Kind of literally. I’ll see what I can do to repair the fallout before you leave, but you’re gonna want to take it easy for a bit.”

      Jean waved her concern away. “I have no interest in easy,” he said. But he inclined his head in acknowledgement. “That said, I will of course accept whatever help you are able to provide.”

      Zoe settled herself back into Simon’s side. He sighed, and held her close. In the glow of his aura, she felt the tension and terror of the last few days finally fade away.

      “Welcome home,” she murmured to him.

      The Briars echoed the sentiment, whispering a lullaby on the breeze.
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        * * *

      

      The Briars were a very different place with Simon present.

      Zoe slept in his arms, long and deep and unbothered by nightmares. The hungry, unbridled realm did nothing to bother them; the bright bauble sun refused even to rise until they had both awoken of their own accord.

      Even after they were both awake, she spent longer than was probably polite clinging to Simon, with her face buried in his chest. But then, he did little to dissuade her, with his occasional absent kisses and his thumb rubbing circles in her back. Eventually, however, Zoe forced herself to remember that there were other people waiting on them.

      She spent the morning seeing what she could discern about Jean’s lingering condition, and doing what magic she could to help him. As best she could tell, the seigneur had ingested some portion of Delirium itself; but while Blackfrost had torn the worst of it from him, there was still a sliver of something left, buried where she couldn’t reach it. “It might dissolve, given time away from Arcadia,” she told him apologetically. “But it’s not going to be a fun process.”

      “I did not expect anything I stole from the Lord of Madness to do my health any good,” Jean informed her with humor. “I shall endure.”

      The Lady had found Dorian in the night, and informed him of their return. Zoe discovered him not far off at all, walking the gardens with the faerie lord and speaking in quiet tones. As she hurried to join them, Dorian turned to greet her with a tired hug.

      “You’ve gotten bold,” he muttered. “First a warlock, now an alliance with monseigneur… should I be worried?”

      Zoe crinkled a smile at him. “Always,” she said. “But only because I learned from the best.”

      “Touché.” Dorian ruffled her hair. “If you don’t mind, however… I think it might be best if I leave soon.” He leaned in, lowering his voice. “I haven’t dared to eat any of the very delightful food I’ve been offered, and I’m starting to run out of polite excuses.”

      Zoe nodded. “I can take you and Jean back home,” she said. She turned to regard the Lady. “If that works for you, that is?”

      The Lady of Briars inclined her head. “You will see to Simon’s affairs in the Lower World while he recovers,” she said. “When I am satisfied with his condition, I will see him back myself.” She paused, her alien eyes flickering. Zoe was surprised to see a pang of reluctance in the Lady as she regarded her. “…I am glad I did not destroy you,” the faerie lord said finally.

      That is probably the nicest thing she’s ever said to me, Zoe reminded herself with a sigh. “I’m glad you didn’t destroy me too,” she replied, since she wasn’t sure what else to say.

      The Lady turned away at that, and she decided to consider herself dismissed.
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      “I’m very confused now,” Simon admitted.

      A week later, and things had more-or-less returned to normal… or at least, to what seemed to be the new normal.

      “It is natural to be confused when one begins at season five,” Dorian informed him, with a hint of irritation. “Alain is currently proposing marriage to Pascale—”

      “Slow down,” Zoe groused. She jabbed one of her chopsticks at the television screen, where a dark, well-muscled man was currently on his knees, proposing marriage to a scandalized blonde. “That’s Alain, the police lieutenant — he got promoted last season. That’s Pascale — she’s a wealthy heiress.”

      “You are skipping whole swaths of story,” Dorian interjected impatiently. “Alain arrested Pascale’s last husband for murder, but he fell in love with her in the process. Now, he is trying to get Pascale to marry him, and of course she will say no. Pascale believes that her husband was framed, and she has been attempting to prove it. She will never marry another man while she is still loyal to her first husband.”

      “But,” Zoe added quickly, “her bastard husband really is a murderer, and he’s been manipulating her this whole time!” She poked her other chopstick lightly into Simon’s jaw, settling herself more firmly into the crook of his arm. “Better?”

      His brow knitted. “I… think so. I might need to draw a map.”

      Zoe nodded sagely. “The Internet’s got you covered,” she said. “I can look you one up in a bit if you want.”

      The three of them were settled into the couch in Zoe’s condo. Simon was still a bit unsteady on his feet, but he’d insisted on returning from the Briars — so, being a magnanimous sort, she’d immediately offered to let him stay with her while he got back to full health. That meant, of course, that the warlock had been dragged into her and Dorian’s irregular routine of takeout and French soaps.

      She frowned at the screen. “Wait, I missed that. Stop your… what?”

      “Arrête ton char,” Simon repeated dutifully. “It’s a turn of phrase, not literal. As in, stop bluffing, stop pulling my leg…”

      “I have literally never heard anyone use that before,” Zoe muttered, flushed.

      “It might be Parisian,” Dorian observed. “I’ve only ever read it in books.”

      “It might,” Simon agreed thoughtfully. He seemed ready to say more on the subject, but the conversation hushed as Pascale tearfully slapped the man proposing to her, and tried to flee the scene.

      Dorian shook his head. “Foolish,” he muttered. “Overdramatic. I’m not sure why so many men keep falling in love with her.”

      “It’s a mystery,” Zoe drawled. “I can’t put my finger on it, but it might have something to do with… money? Cleavage? Both?”

      “I preferred the evil twin plot,” Dorian sighed.

      By the time the episode had ended, Dorian declared himself fully disgusted with the series, and determined that they would never waste their time on it again. Zoe translated this to mean that they would be right back at it in a few days’ time, once he’d calmed himself.

      As Dorian departed upstairs for his own condo, Zoe settled in with Simon on the couch, tugging the blanket over both of them. The temperature had dropped into the negatives, and it was doing a number on both of them. She could feel the sliver of the Briars inside her shivering sullenly away from the cold.

      Simon tugged her closer, resting her cheek on his chest. She sighed, soaking in his heat.

      “Better,” he murmured.

      Zoe’s heart flip-flopped in her chest. “Much better,” she agreed softly.

      Outside, snow had begun to fall. Zoe watched it, comfortable and sleepy-eyed. Simon’s thumb rubbed absent circles in her lower back. He probably meant it to be comforting, but each circle sent a new wave of lazy, liquid heat into her core. She nudged herself further up, and dropped her head to nibble lightly at his neck.

      Simon paused his thumb. A slow, heated desire answered within him. His hand trailed down to stroke at her hip, his fingers dipping here and there just beneath the waistband of her cotton pyjama bottoms. Zoe shivered, and let out a small sound of approval. She slid her hands beneath his shirt, teasing her fingertips up toward his chest. As she scraped her nails lightly against the skin there, Simon turned his head and caught her mouth against his.

      He kissed her deeply, tangling her tongue with his. His hands inched up beneath her shirt, grazing her stomach. As his fingers caught against iron, he paused, confused. Zoe had dug out one of her old anchors and added it to a chain around her neck. The magic inside it was difficult to miss, but very foreign to his own.

      Zoe smiled slowly against his lips. “Birth control,” she answered, before he could ask the question. “Somehow, I thought I might need it.”

      A fresh curl of desire unfolded inside him. His green eyes darkened. “You might need it,” Simon confirmed. He kissed her again — harder and more emphatic, this time. His hands continued their journey upward.

      It was a very different experience, knowing that they had all the time in the world. Zoe let her hands roam over his body, searching for places she hadn’t yet touched. Simon responded with slow, deliberate caresses, teasing her each time he discovered a particularly sensitive spot. As breath came shorter and skin heated, they shed their clothing, until the blanket was the only thing keeping the cold air at bay.

      By the time Zoe slid herself fully on top of him, she was already wet and aching. She lowered herself onto his hardness, savoring the way he stretched her out, filled her up. Their moans mixed in the air. A heady relief rushed to her head as she clung to his body; it was like fitting a long-missing piece of herself back where it belonged.

      Simon’s fingers dug into her hips. There was a fever in his eyes that had nothing to do with poison and everything to do with the way she slowly took him deeper and deeper. There was an awful longing in his eyes as he looked up at her, though, and she reached a hand up to his cheek. “You all right?” she asked softly.

      Simon closed his eyes against her touch. “I’m all right,” he whispered hoarsely. “I just… keep expecting you to disappear.”

      A pang went through her at that. Delirium still hadn’t lost its last hold on him. Maybe it never really would… but she certainly intended to do her best to break it anyway. “I’m not going anywhere,” Zoe promised softly. She leaned down to kiss the corners of his eyes, his face, his mouth, trying to dispel that lingering black feeling.

      Simon wound his arms around her, turning her beneath him. Zoe let him take control, knowing that he needed it. There was a desperate love in him as he moved inside her, reassuring them both with each slow stroke that the distance between them was gone.

      Gradually, the dark tension inside him unwound, replaced with hunger of a different sort. Zoe lifted her legs around his waist, leaning up into the next thrust. She brought her arms around his neck, but Simon reached up to untangle her grip on him. Before she could protest, he closed his hands around her wrists, pinning them above her head. A flare of delicious possessiveness went through him, and Zoe found she couldn’t bring herself to complain.

      “No point in rushing through important things,” he murmured in her ear. He slowed again, pressing inside her inch by inch. There was no mistaking his need; he was hard inside her, stretching her out with every small movement. But she could feel him restraining himself, trying to draw out the feeling. The touch of his bare skin against hers was intoxicating, better than any drug. Zoe took a deep breath, focusing on the dizzy ecstasy that had begun to build in her blood. No hurry, she reminded herself.

      She arched up to kiss him, enjoying the slow coil of tension in his body, and the answer in her own. Simon sank into her with a low groan. The sound reverberated inside her, and the pleasure building within her hit an unexpected peak. Zoe gasped his name, clenching around him. He held onto her while she climaxed, his eyes on hers as he pressed deep inside her.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      “I love you,” she mumbled back, as the shivers in her body slowly began to ebb, replaced with a warm, gentle satisfaction. “I love you so much, I don’t know what to do with it all.”

      Simon smiled against her lips. He kissed her softly, moving again. Her body coiled lazily back around him, eager for more. She shifted, taking back the top, her hands on his chest. The position allowed her to take him more deeply, and his head fell back with a soft sigh of satisfaction. He closed his fingers around her thighs, urging her on. Zoe rolled her hips, and Simon went over the edge. He gasped her name. Wet heat spilled inside her, and she found herself savoring the sensation.

      Zoe settled herself back onto his chest, nuzzling at his neck. As Simon gradually came back to himself, he stroked his fingers up and down her back.

      “I’m not gonna get tired of this any time soon,” she mumbled. “Just warning you.”

      “I will endure,” he said, bemused.

      Zoe carefully extricated herself from him, tucking herself into his side. His fingers wandered downward though, sliding inside her, and she sucked in her breath.

      “You said you weren’t tired,” he murmured in her ear. “I should fix that.”

      And he did.
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        * * *

      

      “Your mother-in-law is beginning to severely irritate me.”

      Zoe snorted at Dorian. She’d settled into highlighting a bit of jurisprudence at her desk, since the day was relatively slow. No one in Montreal was fooled as to her importance to La Voûte any longer, given her status as a faerie warlock and her very public friendship with the seigneur, but that didn’t mean she did any less paperwork than before.

      “She’s not my mother-in-law,” Zoe said. “God help us all, if that ever happens. She didn’t enjoy the idea very much the last time it happened.”

      A few months out from their difficulties in Delirium, and life had somehow managed to turn out better than ever. Weeks of splitting time between her place and Simon’s had ended abruptly, after he kissed her awake one morning and asked her to simply stay, in that beautifully honest way of his. The novelty of going home to Simon and waking up next to him every day had yet to wear off; Zoe was slowly beginning to suspect that it never really would.

      Granted, the Lady had slowly become more and more demanding of Zoe’s time, as Dorian had so bluntly observed. The faerie lord had grown a swift and startling attachment to her newest warlock — Zoe had never had a particularly green thumb, but she’d had to learn to enjoy gardening for its own sake, given her long stretches in the Briars keeping the faerie lord company. Thankfully, Simon ended up coming with her as often as not, which always made the Briars more pleasant. It all had a kind of surreal feeling to it; Zoe couldn’t remember ever having anyone compete for her attention before.

      Dorian arched an eyebrow. “If?” he muttered. “I suspect you should prepare yourself for the prospect of marriage sooner rather than later.”

      Zoe shot him a suspicious look, but his aura, as usual, betrayed nothing. “Simon didn’t say something—”

      “Why would he need to say anything?” Dorian asked, deadpan. “I have never known him to do anything by halves. Clearly, he is the marrying sort. I have an eye for this. Pascale will marry Alain by the end of this season. Simon will offer you a ring by the end of the year, if not sooner.”

      Zoe smirked. “You have a terrible eye for these things,” she contradicted him. “I can’t remember the last time you got one right.”

      Dorian glanced past her, toward the door of the office. A faint smile tugged at the corner of his lips. “There is a first time for everything,” he said.

      The office door opened. Zoe knew well before she looked who it was that had entered. Spring and warmth and the smell of fresh rain came with him — but more importantly, she felt the rush of love the moment that Simon laid eyes on her again.

      She pushed up from the desk, just as Simon rounded the corner of it, reaching out to pick her up. He spun her around with a smile, his bright green eyes sparking with the joy of the season. His white-blond hair and his glasses were damp, and his clothing soaked through from the rain, but Zoe knew just how he felt. The touch of spring in the air was just as addicting to the splinter of the Briars in her soul as the winter was miserable. She found herself smiling stupidly back at him as he set her back down.

      “It’s beautiful outside!” he sighed. “Everything is finally growing again!”

      Dorian shook his head at the dripping warlock, but there was a hint of a smile on his face as he turned away. Simon’s excitement was contagious, as usual.

      Zoe leaned up on her toes to press a kiss to his lips, leaning into the happy glow of his aura. “You didn’t have to come meet me,” she laughed. “I know the way home.”

      “Je sais,” he said with a grin. A bead of water slid down his glasses. “I felt like walking back with you.”

      “I’ll lock up,” Dorian drawled. “Go on.”

      Zoe shot him a grateful smile. She grabbed her bag — but Simon plucked it from her grip and slung it over his shoulder instead. They headed out into a late spring thunderstorm, fingers threaded together.

      As warm rain beat against her skin, Zoe noticed that the splinter of the Briars that infused Simon had grown even more visible than before. The ghostly image of a tiny crown of brambles had appeared above his brow, curling into his aura. She stared for just a moment as they ran, wondering if he knew.

      The Briars really do want him, she thought, thunderstruck by the revelation. Maybe forever.

      The spectral crown flickered away again, banished by some distraction. As they found shelter beneath one of the overhangs on the cobblestone street, Simon turned to pull her into his arms, the smile on his face broader than ever. He brushed a wet lock of hair away from her face, leaning down to kiss her.

      Zoe gave herself up to the obvious happiness in him, throwing her arms around his neck and kissing him back. “God damn,” she mumbled with a laugh. “You really don’t do things by halves.”

      Simon laughed sheepishly. “Sorry,” he said. “I’ve rather kidnapped you, haven’t I?”

      Zoe leaned her cheek against his shoulder, closing her eyes. “I’m happy to be kidnapped,” she told him. Their clothing had become hopelessly plastered against them by the rain, but even that was enjoyable in its own way. Part of her was already looking forward to peeling it all off later.

      “In which case… I think I will take you home with me,” Simon chuckled.

      Zoe looked up at him, taking in the sight. Her heart thudded in her chest. “I didn’t know it was possible to be this happy,” she admitted suddenly. The words slipped out before she could think better of them.

      Simon blinked. His expression softened, and he brought his hands up to press them against her cheeks. “I didn’t know it was possible to be this happy again,” he told her quietly. “I am terribly lucky.”

      Hell, she thought suddenly. I’m lucky too. What am I waiting for? It’s not like I’m gonna marry someone else.

      Zoe grinned up at him. Dorian was going to have to keep up his losing track record… because she fully intended to propose to Simon before the week was up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      Jenna Wright had known she was a witch for an unusually long time. At eight years old, she’d already figured out how to open her Witchsight and started wreaking merry havoc with the other elementary school kids — to say nothing of her effect on her poor teachers. When Jenna’s father finally sat her down and had the Talk, where he told her she had magic and needed to learn to control it, she’d hoped that meant she didn’t have to go to school anymore — or at least that she might be able to go to some sort of special magical school instead. No such luck. As a kid, she’d found that really horribly unfair.

      Now in her late twenties, lugging a messenger bag full of psychology journals and ungraded quizzes, Jenna knew that such unfairness was only the very tip of the iceberg. Not only did witches have to go to school like everyone else — some of them had to split time between working as an adjunct and moonlighting as a barista just to pay for their boring school.

      Jenna pushed her way through the front door of the Java Lounge with a soft groan. Her coworker Marie shot her a frown as she dragged herself behind the coffee counter, exhausted, dumping her bag unceremoniously onto the floor. “You’re late,” Marie said. It wasn’t an accusation. Marie was too nice for that — she wasn’t the worst doormat Jenna had ever met, but Jenna often joked with her that she was in the top three. “Everything okay?”

      “No,” Jenna muttered. “But that’s par for the course, isn’t it?” She sighed in return. “I’m sorry. I’ll close up tonight so you can go home early.”

      Marie frowned. She was a younger girl, still in her bachelors program, but she had a habit of mothering her customers and her coworkers. “You shouldn’t be working yourself like this,” she said. “If you faint on the job again—”

      “—you won’t call an ambulance, because you’ll know better this time,” Jenna told her wryly. “I’ve been dealing with this shit since I was eight, Marie. Making a few coffees isn’t gonna kill me.”

      Marie didn’t like that answer. No one ever liked that answer. But what was she supposed to do, stop living her life? Something about Jenna’s early magical development had triggered a chronic health condition that had plagued her for most of her life. Her far-too-many doctors had developed far-too-many theories   on what was wrong with her over the last two decades — all purely mundane explanations, like auto-immune diseases and vitamin deficiencies and even parasites. None of their treatments had done the first thing to improve her health. She’d long since resigned herself to doing the best she could with what she had.

      Jenna grabbed her shop apron and pulled her auburn hair back into a ponytail. She took a moment to check herself in the mirror on her makeup compact. A too-pale young woman looked back, with big black circles under her hazel eyes. Her neat wireframe glasses were just a little bit askew, and the thought struck her that she looked a little bit like a geeky zombie.

      She cringed. No wonder Marie sounded worried. She was going to need to slather on another metric ton of concealer if she wanted to look like a human being for the late-night latte crowd.

      “I’ll… be right back,” Jenna muttered at her, embarrassed. She stepped off for the bathroom, compact in hand.

      The café bathroom was cozy, done up in dark wood and lit up with soft lamps. The broad mirror over the far wall sent an uneasy shudder down Jenna’s spine. She didn’t want to look at it. More than once, she’d asked if they could just get rid of it, even though the asking inevitably got her scoffs and strange looks.

      Still — she steeled her spine and raised her eyes to the mirror, ignoring the flutter of panic it always instilled in her.

      A Jenna with an awful, ghostly complexion looked back at her. She hastily re-combed her hair into a better ponytail and dabbed some foundation over the dark bags beneath her eyes. Slowly, she straightened her back, forcing her posture into something a little more cheerful.

      Jenna stared at herself for another long moment, fighting her way through the fear. “He’s not everywhere,” she murmured. “He’s not always watching. He can’t be.”

      One of the lamps flickered uneasily. Jenna pressed her lips together and stepped back, staring at the mirror. The Jenna in the mirror simply looked scared now, and tired, and woefully alone and out of her depth… which seemed altogether too accurate.

      She snapped her compact closed and ducked her way out of the bathroom, her heart beating just a little too quickly in her chest. “Stupid little phobia,” she muttered to herself.

      But Jenna knew better. Phobias were by definition irrational fears. Her fear of mirrors had a very real and very rational cause.

      Marie was busy with a customer when Jenna got back, so she jumped in to wipe down the espresso machines and set up a shot for the drink order that Marie called out. The mind-numbing work drove away all her lingering thoughts of old, frightening memories and reflections that refused to behave themselves.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, and Jenna was starting to suspect that fainting on the job wasn’t entirely out of the question. No amount of concealer could fix the fact that being on her feet was making her even more lightheaded than usual. Thankfully, it was a relatively quiet night; the study group in the corner seemed to be winding down, finishing off their drinks instead of ordering new ones. She’d had a chance to get ahead of a few of the café’s daily tasks in between drinks, checking up on their stocks and posting some cheerful-looking pictures on their social media.

      “Who actually follows a coffee shop feed online?” Marie asked wryly. “I work here and I don’t check it.” She had a chemistry textbook out under the counter — probably reading through her homework for classes tomorrow. Management was pretty well aware that most of their employees were poor, time-strapped students from the University of Toronto, so a little bit of class work during work hours was often allowed to slip under the radar, as long as you dropped it when the customers needed you.

      “We’ve got like three followers,” Jenna said, scrolling through her phone. “One’s our boss. The other one’s a professor, I think? The last one’s probably a robot.”

      “Oh, no,” Marie sighed, glancing over her shoulder. “That last one’s my mother. God bless her.”

      Jenna snorted, and closed down the feed. The stack of ungraded quizzes in her bag weighed on her mind. If she could get at least half of them done before closing time, she might manage to relax some tonight — maybe even read something that wasn’t a psychology journal.

      The tiny bell on the front door jingled softly, and she banished the thought. Jenna turned back toward the counter, pasting a smile over her exhaustion. “Hey,” she said. “What can I get for you?”

      The man on the other side of the counter was tall — much too handsome and fashionable to be a professor, if you asked any of his female students. He kept his dark hair in a loose ponytail down his back; Jenna’s hair refused to grow so long, and she often envied its length. Tonight, he was wearing a faded t-shirt and jeans that had already turned a few heads in the coffee shop.

      “One cappuccino, please,” he said, with a white, pristine smile. “I’m looking at a late night.”

      Jenna smiled back wryly. “Dr. Cloutier,” she said. “At least I’m not the only one feeling behind the curve.”

      Off to her right, Jenna saw Marie stiffen subconsciously, and take a step back. Most mortals found something instinctively uncomfortable about Adrian Cloutier after just a second in his presence. Truthfully, even Jenna had the instinct — she just knew better than to indulge it.

      It was hardly his fault he was a vampire, after all.

      “Have to earn that grant money somehow,” Adrian told her cheerfully. “Speaking of which — will I be seeing you in the office tomorrow?”

      Jenna scrunched up her nose. “It’s on the books,” she said. “I haven’t cancelled. Why wouldn’t I be there?”

      Adrian pulled out a few bills, shoving one toward her and another into the tip jar. She flushed, and did her best not to notice. “I was just thinking… you don’t look very well.” He lowered his voice on the last part, and leaned in slightly. “Are you feeling all right?”

      Jenna set her jaw. “I’m fine,” she said shortly. “I’ll let you know if I’m not, I promise.”

      Lord, what was with people and fussing over her lately?

      Adrian held up a hand. “No implications intended,” he said. “We can always put it off if we need to, is all.”

      Jenna sighed. I’m on edge around him too, she thought. Even when I try not to be. Poor guy. Her shoulders had tensed up. Her pulse was racing, screaming at her that Adrian was a predator, that he was going to tear her throat out any second. She took a deep breath, and scolded her brain into submission.

      “Sorry,” she muttered. “It’s… you know.”

      Adrian’s smile turned helpless. “I know,” he said. “Don’t worry about it.”

      As Jenna stepped off to pull his cappuccino, Marie paused next to her, wiping down the counter. “…I really don’t like that guy,” she muttered under her breath. “And I really don’t like the way he looks at you, Jenna.”

      Jenna nodded dutifully. “Like he’s going to eat me up?” she asked ironically.

      Marie frowned. “Well,” she said. “Yes. Not to put too fine a point on it.”

      “Well,” said Jenna. “I’m not interested. He’s way too old for me.”

      Marie raised her eyebrows at too old, and Jenna covered a wince. Adrian looked about the same age as she was. She couldn’t tell Marie that he’d probably stopped aging somewhere around the turn of the century.

      “Anyway,” Jenna added quickly. “Given that he’s my thesis advisor, any nibbles would be inappropriate. You can chill.”

      She turned on the espresso machine, and conveniently drowned out Marie’s response with the resulting screech.

      A few minutes later, Jenna took the cappuccino to Adrian’s table. He shot her a grateful look, and took a small sip.

      Jenna eyed him for a moment. “…I didn’t realize you could drink coffee,” she observed quietly.

      “Small amounts,” Adrian sighed. He closed his eyes in caffeinated bliss. “It’s a little unhealthy for me, if I’m being honest, but I love the taste.”

      “Don’t we all,” Jenna muttered. “You’re preaching to the choir.” She glanced at the computer in front of him, and lowered her voice even further. “Good results?” she asked hopefully.

      Adrian opened his eyes. There was a faint red sheen to them when he did, but he quickly gathered control of himself and forced them back to a very dark blue. “I think we’re on the right track,” he said. “It used to take me much longer to eradicate phobias, before you started helping.”

      Before you started using your magic, his tone implied.

      As a vampire from the Cloutier bloodline, Adrian naturally had access to hypnotic powers of suggestion. For years, he’d been experimenting with therapeutic uses for his abilities. Currently, he was focused on the elimination of phobias. Jenna had ended up in one of his classes, and discovered his nature by happy accident. There’d been a bit of a misunderstanding at first, but when Adrian had realized she was a witch, he’d offered to join forces with her and take over as her thesis advisor, to advance their mutual, less mundane research.

      Several months in, and Jenna’s initial misgivings had completely evaporated. Unnatural long life had turned Adrian into an absolute genius in his field. If there was any hope that Jenna might someday achieve her own impossible goals, she thought, it might very well lay with a man exactly like him.

      “We can talk more tomorrow,” Adrian told her reassuringly.

      Jenna frowned at him suddenly. “You’re looking a little pale yourself,” she accused. “You been drinking anything more than coffee lately?”

      Adrian laughed sheepishly. “I’m an academic,” he admitted. “I might have lost track of time. And, um. Lunch.”

      Jenna’s stomach churned uneasily. Part of her was always grossed out by the thought of Adrian’s lunch. But that didn’t change the fact that he needed it to survive. “If…” She cleared her throat uncomfortably. “If you need to eat…”

      He glanced up at her, over the computer screen. His expression turned wary. “…are you sure?” he asked softly.

      Jenna winced. In for a penny, in for a pound, she thought. Adrian was crucial to her goals. If he was starving, he would hardly be at his best. “It’s just giving blood,” she muttered, though her heart was pounding and her stomach felt sick. “We can call it my Good Samaritan act for the month.”

      Adrian sighed. He stood up, and reached out to ruffle her hair. “You’re a good kid, Jen,” he said.

      Jen.

      The name made her choke for a second. The memory of it mixed with the feeling of paranoia Adrian often inspired in her.

      You can’t call me that, she wanted to hiss at him. No one calls me that.

      “Hey!” Marie’s voice cut sharply through the cafe. A second later, she was dragging Jenna by the arm, hauling her back from Adrian and subtly interposing herself between them.

      Jenna blinked. The fear and anger and misery inside her lessened at the interruption.

      Adrian raised an eyebrow at Marie. She stared him down with narrowed eyes. “Sorry?” he said. “Did I do something?”

      Marie pressed her lips together. “No,” she said shortly. “I just… need Jenna behind the counter.”

      She turned on her heel, dragging Jenna behind her.

      “Marie,” Jenna said warningly. “That wasn’t super polite.”

      “Screw polite,” Marie snapped back at her. “I’m telling you, Jenna, I don’t like him. I know you know what I’m talking about, and I wish you’d listen to your own instincts.”

      Jenna clenched her teeth. “Not all instincts are healthy or true,” she said. “If I always followed my instincts, you’d be sweeping up the pieces of that bathroom mirror before closing time.”

      “You’re fooling yourself,” Marie said, as they came back around the counter. “I don’t know why you’re doing it. I only hope you come back to your senses before it’s too late.”

      Jenna pulled away from her coworker. She snatched up her bag, and pulled out a pile of papers. “Go worry wort over on the other side, why don’t you,” she said. “You’re starting to get on my nerves, Marie. And I’ve got papers to grade.”

      Marie frowned. Jenna knew that unsettled look in her coworker’s eyes was genuine. She also knew that some part of her agreed with it, deep down.

      I can’t afford to be scared of Adrian, Jenna told herself, steadying her breathing as she settled back into a chair behind the counter. I need him.

      The fear in her throat refused to disappear, however, until Adrian had left the cafe.
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        * * *

      

      Jenna’s fever still hadn’t broken by closing time. She spent the last hour of her shift reading and rereading the same line from a student’s short-answer test before it occurred to her that she should have been minding the register.

      “Damn it,” she muttered, shoving the paper back into her bag. “Damn it, damn it, damn it—”

      Marie was at the register, handling things without complaint. Because of course she was. Jenna’s coworker smiled at their last customer as he ducked out the door, and headed over to turn the lock.

      “Why didn’t you poke me or something?” Jenna demanded.

      “You looked like you needed a second,” Marie sniffed. “Go home, Jenna. You look like hell. It’s not going to kill me to close up.”

      Jenna gaped at her. Anger burned in her chest. I’m not helpless! she wanted to yell. I’m older than you, stop treating me like a child!

      But it wasn’t the first time someone had infantilized her. It wouldn’t be the last time, either.

      I’m trained in cognitive psychology, god damn it, Jenna thought fiercely. If I can’t keep it together, I deserve to be babied.

      She took a long, deep breath. Counted to ten. Let it out again.

      Calm down my body. Turn the situation around. If Marie was sick, I’d tell her the same thing. And she’d tell me… what?

      “Marie,” Jenna said slowly. “Thank you. I know you mean well. And that’s super generous of you. But I need to feel like an adult, no matter how sick I get. Helping you close up would make me feel better, even if it’s hard on me physically. Can you understand that?”

      Marie glanced over, surprised. Her face softened a bit. “Oh,” she said. “I… guess I can see that. I just get worried, Jenna. You know I don’t mind helping out a little more, right? It’s not your fault you got sick. It just seems so unfair to you, especially when you’re doing all this because you want to help people.”

      Jenna looked down at her bag. Her eyes burned with tears for some reason. “I’ve had people try to help me out before,” she said. “I think I get… selfish, Marie. It’s too easy for me to keep leaning harder and harder. I don’t want to lose perspective and become a burden.”

      A memory floated to the surface of her mind, unprompted and unwanted.

      A warm, comforting hand on hers. Gentle fingers smoothing back her hair. “It’s okay,” Gabe whispered. “I’ve got you, Jen.”

      “Hey.” Marie was in front of her, tugging her chin upward. Concern flickered over her features. Jenna realized she’d begun to sniffle. “Oh, Jenna.” Marie pulled her in for a tight hug. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize how much it meant to you. I promise, I’ll try to ease back a little bit, okay?”

      Jenna blinked quickly. She returned the hug, in spite of herself. “It’s not you,” she said. “I’m just… there’s someone I’m kind of missing, I guess.”

      Marie pulled back, smiling sympathetically. “The past is only useful as a lesson toward the future,” she quoted. “I’m pretty sure you told me that when I was sobbing over my shitty test score.”

      Jenna reached up beneath her glasses to wipe at her eyes. “Yeah,” she said thickly. “I was feeling super nihilistic that day. But I guess it’s not bad advice.”

      Marie patted her back, and helped her up to her feet. “Come on,” she said. “I’ll get the dishes if you get the register.”
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        * * *

      

      They managed to get the place closed down in a little under half an hour, in spite of Jenna’s sickness. The cool night air was a refreshing balm against her fever — she basked in it as she walked for the metro with Marie. The nice breeze disappeared as they headed underground, though, and she sighed in resignation.

      “I’m in the other direction,” Marie said, as they passed the turnstiles. “You’re on shift with me tomorrow?”

      “Yeah,” said Jenna. “I’ll see you after my thesis meeting.”

      Marie’s face soured at that, but she didn’t bring up her distaste for Adrian again. “See you then,” she said reluctantly.

      Jenna watched her disappear down the metro stairs. Slowly, she turned for the set of stairs on the other side of the station.

      Her body ached, now that the breeze was gone. Jenna thought of the papers still ungraded inside her bag. No fiction for you tonight, she thought glumly. Oh well.

      The metro pulled in just as she reached the bottom of the stairs. Jenna picked up her pace to reach it before the doors could close.

      This time of night, the cars were mostly empty. She snagged a wide-open seat, leaning her forehead against the metro window. The cool glass felt nearly as good against her skin as the breeze had done.

      A strange feeling gently pinged against her senses, though. She frowned and opened her eyes, glancing around the car.

      Something moved, just at the edge of her vision. Jenna turned — and caught sight of her own reflection, staring back at her from another metro window.

      Her heart thumped harder in her chest.

      “He’s not everywhere,” she whispered. She repeated the mantra, forcing the logic against her fears. “He’s not always watching. He can’t be.”

      Had her reflection really just rippled slightly, or was her panicked mind just playing tricks on her?

      “Arriving at Dufferin. Dufferin Station.” The Toronto transit’s usual female voice filtered over the metro speakers, breaking Jenna out of her trance.

      She surged unsteadily to her feet, scrambling for the metro doors.

      The cool air outside was less reassuring this time. Jenna’s breath came more quickly. Her head felt dizzy.

      By the time she made it to her apartment door, her hands were shaking on the keys. She opened the door, but paused before stepping in, feeling paranoid.

      Jenna opened her Witchsight on the wards that kept her home safe, inspecting them for any sign of tampering. What she saw was more metaphor than literal — a mixture of impressions and feelings, transformed into something vaguely visual. A shimmering curtain of light veiled the threshold between the apartment building’s hallway and the space past the door that could be properly called her home. To her, the light felt welcoming, familiar — it was her own magic, after all. Any other supernatural creature would find it subtly uncomfortable. Someone who tried to enter without first securing her permission would find themselves battered by maddened thoughts, forced into a psychological dissociation she’d crafted into the wards herself.

      The wards seemed unbroken, no matter how Jenna prodded at them with her Witchsight. She let out a long breath, and stepped inside.

      The moment she set foot beyond that doorway, Jenna felt herself breathe easier. Her wards embraced her like an old friend, offering a reassuring sense of safety.

      As she closed the door behind her, Jenna glanced up at the moonstone-inlaid pentagram she’d hung over her doorframe. It was still solidly connected to the veil of light that surrounded the rest of the apartment, though she knew it was getting time to renew the spell. If she’d been able to make permanent changes to the walls, or maybe to the door, Jenna could have gone a full month before refreshing the wards — but since her landlord wasn’t super thrilled with that idea, she was forced to renew them every week instead.

      Jenna often lamented that she’d been born a Cancer witch. Her old mentor Elaine was a Taurus who could anchor her magic to anything that grew; and if there wasn’t anything green immediately at hand, at least she could always carry around her own pouch of seeds. But Jenna’s Cancer magic, potent as it was, preferred moonlight to anchor its power. Since moonlight was often in short supply, Jenna mostly had to make do with lesser anchors of moonstone and silver. Both were expensive enough that she had to hoard them for only the most important spells.

      Not that I’m overflowing with energy to use these days, Jenna thought wryly. She dropped her bag at the door, trying not to think too hard on the ungraded papers still inside it. The fever felt as though it had sunk all the way down to her bones and settled there. Exhaustion weighed on her limbs, and she knew she needed to get to bed, or else risk a full sick day tomorrow.

      Still… she forced herself to stop at her bathroom. The mirror there — the only one in the matchbox-sized apartment — should have been safe from Gabe’s magic, since it was behind her wards. But Jenna studied her own reflection there for a long, suspicious moment. Eventually, she threw a towel over the glass, knowing that she wouldn’t sleep unless she did it.

      Even so, she dreamed of the past.
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        Aries (Fire)

        + Adventure, Creativity, Exorcism, Strength, Vitality

        - Conflict, Fury

        Greater Anchor: Weapons

        Lesser Anchors: Bloodstone, Holly

      

        

      
        Taurus (Earth)

        + Comfort, Good Fortune, Home, Love, Stability, Wealth

        - Greed, Stubbornness

        Greater Anchor: Plants

        Lesser Anchors: Emerald, Ashwood

      

        

      
        Gemini (Air)

        + Communication, Intellect, Movement, Travel

        - Capriciousness, Impatience

        Greater Anchor: Coins

        Lesser Anchors: Aluminum, Elderwood

      

        

      
        Cancer (Water)

        + Divination, Emotion, Friendship, Life

        - Madness

        Greater Anchor: Moonlight

        Lesser Anchors: Silver, Moonstone

      

        

      
        Leo (Fire)

        + Bravery, Enthusiasm, Fame, Leadership, Light

        - Vanity

        Greater Anchor: Sunlight

        Lesser Anchors: Gold, Amber

      

        

      
        Virgo (Earth)

        + Banishing, Evolution, Grounding, Healing, Meditation, Responsibility

        - Despair, Isolation

        Greater Anchor: Writing

        Lesser Anchors: Platinum, Sapphire

      

        

      
        Libra (Air)

        + Beauty, Diplomacy, Glamor, Harmony, Justice, Relationships

        - Avoidance, Duplicitousness

        Greater Anchor: Feathers

        Lesser Anchors: Copper, Walnut

      

        

      
        Scorpio (Water)

        + Banishing, Blood, Healing, Intuition, Passion, Secrets, Sex

        - Death, Decay

        Greater Anchor: Blood

        Lesser Anchors: Iron, Opal

      

        

      
        Sagittarius (Fire)

        + Aspiration, Exploration, Freedom, Optimism, Wisdom

        - Inconsistency, Overconfidence

        Greater Anchor: Fire

        Lesser Anchors: Brass, Oak

      

        

      
        Capricorn (Earth)

        + Achievement, Ambition, Ancestry, Command, Respect

        - Moodiness, Overcaution

        Greater Anchor: Bone

        Lesser Anchors: Lead, Salt

      

        

      
        Aquarius (Air)

        + Rebellion, Righteousness, Intellectualism, Invention, Spell-Breaking

        - Fanaticism

        Greater Anchor: Cups

        Lesser Anchors: Amethyst, Wormwood

      

        

      
        Pisces (Water)

        + Artisticness, Creativity, Dreams, Illusion, Intuition

        - Cowardice, Escapism

        Greater Anchor: Water

        Lesser Anchors: Pearl, Tin
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        To be notified when Isabella August’s next story is released, sign up for the newsletter at the link below.

      

        

      
        All new subscribers get access to a free steamy short story!

      

        

      
        https://isabellaaugust.com/newsletter

      

        

      
        Find more paranormal romance in our dark urban setting at our website.
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