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            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      It was cold, dark, empty as the void. There was no moon, no stars overhead.

      “You’ll forget me,” a soft voice promised.

      Cold, piercing blue eyes, like chips of ice. The distant scent of sandalwood and evergreen. Something terrible lay behind those eyes, but Elaine couldn’t bring herself to be afraid.

      “I won’t forget you,” she whispered. “How could I?”

      “You will,” he assured her. His pale hand brushed her cheek, warm against the chill that had burrowed its way inside her. “But maybe that’s for the best.”

      Already, the shreds of memory began to slip away again, like sand between her fingers.
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        * * *

      

      “Lainey.”

      A finger gently poked her in the forehead. Elaine groaned.

      “Lainey.”

      A thumb and forefinger closed on her nose, squeezing it. Elaine jolted awake, instinctively swatting at the hand in her face. Her sluggish attempt caught only air; her opponent had already stepped out of reach with a faint snort.

      Elaine cracked her eyes open blearily. A few things occurred to her in quick succession.

      One: she’d fallen asleep on top of her own shop counter.

      Two: Elaine’s apprentice Jenna — the source of the prodding — was currently jerking her head toward the door at the front of the flower shop, where a customer had just entered.

      Elaine shot up in her chair, embarrassed. Oh my god, I fell asleep on-shift.

      Thankfully, Jenna had the situation in-hand. The young, auburn-haired woman headed confidently toward the door, heading off the man that had just entered. “Hey!” she said brightly, surreptitiously shielding her mentor from view. “Last-minute purchase?”

      Jenna’s sunny attitude was a stark contrast against the cold, darkening sky outside. December in Toronto meant early sunsets and frigid nights. Elaine gave a shiver and a few hard blinks, pulling her cardigan closer around herself. Her mouth was dry, and she had a faint headache. She grimaced as she caught sight of a distorted, shadowy reflection of herself in the window of the shop. Her long black hair was a bird’s nest, sticking out at odd angles. If she squinted, she could just barely see the black smudges underneath her dark green eyes — battle scars from the last five years of long, insomniac nights and stolen daytime naps.

      Normally, those stolen naps were careful and purposeful, rather than accidental. But Elaine’s overactive, terrified imagination hadn’t let her sleep a wink last night. The darker and colder it got, the more she found herself jumping at every little noise. She knew she wouldn’t feel quite right again until midwinter had come and gone.

      Elaine managed to brush her fingers through her hair and straighten out her clothing just before Jenna returned to the counter with their last-minute customer. Elaine dimly recognized him as a wedding planner who’d come through the shop before. He shot her a polite but friendly smile as she rang up the cost of the prim white roses Jenna had helped him wrap up for the road.

      “You’re a hidden treasure,” he informed her. “I don’t know how you manage such perfect roses in the middle of winter.”

      Elaine smiled shyly. The compliment briefly banished her embarrassment. “Oh, that’s so nice of you. I suppose it’s just practice.”

      “Oh yeah,” Jenna said, with a hint of irony. “She’s got a magic touch.” Elaine shot her a warning look, and Jenna coughed behind her silver wireframe glasses. “I’ll, uh. Help you load these up in the car,” she added.

      As Jenna started hauling out flowers, Elaine checked the time and started closing up. Her apprentice locked the door behind her as she headed back in. Jenna shivered dramatically, brushing a fresh sheen of snow from her hair. “Honestly, Lainey, you’re so paranoid. People don’t believe in magic. I could shout it from the rooftops and they’d just think it was some weird advertising gimmick.”

      Elaine pressed her lips together. “There are some things out there that definitely believe in magic,” she corrected her apprentice. “I’ve put a lot of work into making this shop hard for supernatural things to find. I’d appreciate it if you showed a little more discretion.”

      Jenna frowned. “Is that what those wards are for? I’m still working on puzzling out some of your weird Taurus magic.”

      Elaine gave her a wry look. “My Taurus magic isn’t weird,” she said. “You’ve just got a biased viewpoint. I find your Cancer magic just as strange sometimes.” She headed out from behind the counter and reached out to take Jenna’s cold hands in her own, warming them. “Your uncle asked me to train you because I’m so well-hidden. He seemed to think you would appreciate that. If you want to stay quiet, a little paranoia isn’t a bad thing.”

      Jenna sighed. “Yeah. I do. I appreciate all of it, Lainey — not just the wards.” She looked down. “You’re the boss. I’ll watch my jokes.”

      Elaine managed a relieved smile at that. “Thanks. I know it may seem like overkill. But it makes me feel better.”

      Jenna gave her a wry grin. “Maybe you can teach me to fall asleep in funky positions next,” she said. “I swear, you’re like the amazing narcoleptic witch, Lainey. You could snooze your way through an air raid.”

      Elaine winced. “I’m sorry,” she said sincerely. “I didn’t even hear you come in. You should have woken me up sooner.”

      Jenna shrugged. “It was my shift anyway. Figured I’d let you sleep, if you needed it that much.” She pulled her hands away, warming them inside the sleeves of her long, red-and-black striped shirt. “You ever considered a sleep clinic? The psych department’s got one. I could get you in.”

      Elaine shook her head. “I know what the problem is,” she said. “But thanks.”

      Jenna rolled her eyes. “I love you, Lainey,” she said. “But you have got a classic case of therapy-aversion. There’s nothing wrong with letting someone talk you through your shit. Hell, if you’re worried about getting thrown in a psych ward over the magic stuff, you can talk to me.”

      “I do talk to you,” Elaine said. Her lips curved upward. “I’m well aware of your many strong opinions on my life.”

      Jenna pursed her lips. “I’m not that bad,” she said.

      Elaine’s phone pinged with a text message. Jenna glanced toward it, and her eyes narrowed. As Elaine picked it up, her apprentice opened her mouth to say something scathing. Elaine cut her off.

      “You’re that bad,” she said. “You were just about to venture another opinion on my love life.”

      Jenna narrowed her eyes further. “It’s a valid opinion.” The fierce expression on her face would have frightened off a lesser woman — but Elaine had faced down far worse. She flicked open the text message.

      Been trying to call all day. Dinner @ 8PM. Raphael’s.

      “Can I venture that you shouldn’t need to tether yourself to your phone just to make your boyfriend happy?” Jenna asked. “Can I venture that he treats you like an extension of him, like something he owns—”

      Elaine sighed. “It’s such a lovely night out, Jenna,” she said. “You could focus on that instead.”

      “—and you let him do it, because you are both the sweetest person I know and the worst doormat in the world.” Jenna crossed her arms, glaring at the phone.

      Another text came through.

      Wear something nice for once. No cardigans.

      Elaine bit her lip.

      Jenna huffed. “Whatever he’s saying, tell him to fuck off. I’ll stay over tonight. We can order Chinese and watch superhero movies.”

      Elaine gave her another warning look. “Jenna.”

      Her apprentice quieted… reluctantly. But Elaine could tell there was more she was bursting to say.

      “I’ve got to get ready and get going if I’m going to make it to dinner on time,” Elaine told her. “Your paycheck is under the counter, don’t forget it. Keep working on your divination tonight — I’m going to ask what you saw tomorrow.”

      Jenna smiled much too sweetly. “I foresee you breaking up with Adam,” she said. “I divine that your mental health will instantly improve the moment that you do it.”

      Elaine turned for the door behind the counter that led up to her loft. “Lock the door again on your way out,” she said.
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      Elaine climbed the metro stairs to King Street, cursing the tall black stiletto heels she’d dug out of her closet for the occasion. When Adam wrote nice, she knew, he meant a particular kind of nice. Raphael’s wasn’t the sort of place to which you wore comfortable flat-heeled shoes.

      The chill evening air tried to creep under her long coat as she stuffed her hands into her pockets and clipped down the street. It reminded her forcefully of her nightmares, where half-remembered memories of Arcadia tended to surface. Five years ago, Elaine had somehow managed to escape her captivity under one of the darkest faerie lords of that other world. Lord Blackfrost had built a garden of ice and stone just for her — a prison he called the Lifeless Garden.

      The faerie world of Arcadia leeched away memories upon your departure… but the underlying emotions lingered, interspersed with terrifying, jumbled-up images. Elaine knew she would never truly be free of Blackfrost, even after its lord’s death. Sparse memories told her that she’d somehow killed the sinister faerie lord on her way out — but the cold still touched her more deeply than it did others, and the scars that the Lifeless Garden had left on her soul would never fade.

      She probably could have chosen a less chilly place to resettle herself after escaping a realm of unnatural cold and darkness, she reflected dimly — but she’d grown up in Toronto, and it still felt like home. Besides, the city was nothing like the Lifeless Garden — you could never really feel alone in Toronto, surrounded by all those busy people living busy lives, throwing you the occasional smile in passing.

      Elaine took in a deep breath and opened her Witchsight on the streets around her. The slight fearful edge she’d felt since stepping foot outside her door drained utterly away as she drank in the reassuring feel of the city. Her sixth sense tingled with ambient happiness, shaded with a hint of wistfulness. Friday evening on King Street was people coming in from the cold to have coffees with their friends. It was a walk dotted with the occasional hearthfire of emotional coziness.

      Witchsight didn’t just show you things, though it did come with a certain imagery. It was more like a jumble of feelings, halfway interpreted into symbols; Elaine had never heard it properly expressed with human language, though many witches had tried. It could be dangerous to open your Witchsight on otherworldly creatures, or on places with intense history… but King Street was simply comfortable. The financial district was dressed up for appearances, but it was still pleasantly worn in underneath the modern glamor. Elaine had been born with Taurus magic — the power of strong, steady earth and slow, dependable growth — and King Street had always felt like a place steeped in similar power.

      She could already feel her destination, even from a few blocks away. Raphael’s, the Italian place where Adam had made reservations, had a different quality to it than the rest of King Street. Her Witchsight saw it as a place that curled warily away from the outside — like a flower bud tightly closed, worried to be seen but still craving approval. Raphael’s had a strange self-consciousness to it, as though the bricks and windows of the restaurant itself knew that they were putting on a face for its customers. Still, there was a true underlying sense of comfort there — the food was probably quite good, in spite of the place’s strange existential dilemma. Elaine covered a slight smile as she opened one of the glass double doors and clipped her way inside.

      The inside of the restaurant was tastefully decorated in white plaster and rich dark woods. Elaine paused at the host stand, peering past it for the dining area. She caught sight of handworked wooden tables and chairs, which endeared the place to her just a little bit. A lit, old-fashioned fireplace at the center of the tables warmed the restaurant.

      Elaine closed her eyes and dipped her hand into her coat pocket, curling her fingers around a small sachet of seeds. She fixed the image of the place in her mind’s eye, imagining the building’s insecurities as long, spidery cracks in the plaster of the walls. As she took in a deep breath, she gathered up a bit of her magic and pushed it out toward those tiny fractures. You are enough, she thought to the place. You are not flawed. Your imperfections are charming. They give you character.

      Her magic coalesced around the seeds in her pocket, sprouting into an invisible, winding rose vine. Slowly — deliberately — it crawled its way up the wall and settled into those cracks. As Elaine concentrated, roses bloomed there, filling the room with their scent. The mortals here wouldn’t see the vines, or smell the roses in the same way that she did — they were mental constructs, images that Elaine had created to reinforce her magic, with the seeds as her focus — but they would feel the effects. For just a little bit, Raphael’s would lose its faint edge of insecurity; the people here would find themselves able to see the beauty in its quirks, rather than dwelling on them with distaste. Everyone in the room would breathe easier, inhaling the phantom scent of roses.

      Had another witch walked into Raphael’s, they would have felt the subtle tingle in the air. If they opened their Witchsight, they would see Elaine’s roses exactly the way that she had envisioned them herself. A witch with an earth sign — another Taurus, a Virgo, or a Capricorn — would find the spell fairly intuitive and easy-to-understand. Other signs like Jenna would probably struggle to make heads or tails of it, unless they’d bothered to study magic outside of their usual spheres. Mortals like Adam would see nothing at all, though they would benefit from the spell regardless. With luck, the spell might even make their date more pleasant.

      As she closed her Witchsight and opened her eyes again, Elaine realized that she was no longer alone at the host stand. A tall blond woman in a gray skirt-suit had returned there; she was looking expectantly at Elaine. As the witch opened her eyes, the other woman smiled welcomingly. “Reservation?” she asked.

      Elaine checked her phone and frowned. “I’m a bit early,” she said apologetically. “It’s under the name Adam Gagnon. It’s supposed to be for eight this evening.”

      The hostess waved a hand, as though to dismiss her worries. “We’ve still got a bit of space. I can seat you a bit early if you want.” Elaine’s eyes flickered toward a seat near the fireplace; the hostess followed her gaze, and then winked. “Right this way,” she said.

      Elaine wondered whether the hostess had subconsciously noticed her handiwork on the restaurant. Mortals couldn’t see witch magic, but they often noticed that something had changed. The hostess had a relieved look to her, and Elaine suspected that she had been having a poor night before the spell of comfort had offered her a change in perspective. Elaine was always careful not to force thoughts or emotions onto the mortals around her, but a lot of times they were only too happy to accept the ambient positive feelings she offered up to them. She had always disliked using her magic for selfish or frivolous purposes… but improving someone’s day struck her as a small, easy thing that she could do for others, and she enjoyed performing such spells when the opportunity presented itself. Spreading contentment was something that her power wanted to do, and she was happy to accommodate it in that respect.

      As the hostess settled her at the table next to the fire, Elaine tugged off her coat and draped it over the back of her chair. A soft draft of cold air curled over her pale, bare shoulder, and she shivered, tugging the chair closer to the fire. It was a good thing the hostess had taken a liking to her; she hadn’t counted on the restaurant being just a bit chilly. Little black dresses like the one she wore might be aesthetically appealing, but they were hardly ideal for winter breezes. For just a moment, Elaine wished she’d brought one of her cardigans anyway. She hated being cold. It never failed to key her up.

      A few minutes later, the waiter came by to offer her a drink, and Elaine took a glass of the house red. As she sipped at it, staring into the fire, her thoughts drifted. The feeling of contentment she’d instilled in the walls of the place sent her mind back to the last dream she’d had. She wasn’t entirely sure of its significance. In between the cold laughter and lifeless stone trees, she sometimes caught snatches of something else — a warm hand, a cool whisper. Those moments came with a surge of irrational longing. She wanted to reach out and hold onto those tiny shreds of memory, to gather them up inside her like precious jewels.

      Nothing good comes from Blackfrost, Elaine reminded herself, sipping at her wine. She stared into the fire. And there was no life in the Lifeless Garden.

      The memory was probably a cruel faerie trick — an illusion of comfort, paraded before her during her darkest hour, only to be snatched away again. She was finally free now. That strange mirage was merely her last chain, a final tether to be broken.

      Elaine took a longer swallow of her wine, suddenly unsettled.

      She had a real garden now. She had a real relationship. Slowly but surely, she was replacing those false things with truthful ones.

      Adam wasn’t perfect, but he was real. “Real relationships take work,” Elaine whispered to herself.

      As if on cue, Elaine felt Adam cross the restaurant’s threshold, passing beneath her invisible roses as he walked up to the host stand. She swiveled in her seat to watch him. He was a dark-haired man of average height, but his presence had a breadth to it that seemed to take up more than his normal allotment of space. He was classically handsome, with a strong jaw, a confident manner, and an impeccable sense of style. He was also one of the smartest men Elaine had ever met — an engineer with a deep sense of passion for his work.

      Tonight, however, Adam was keyed up, irate — he tapped the hostess stand impatiently, in a hurry to get her attention. Elaine frowned. Though she’d thought herself prepared, her hopes for a pleasant evening suddenly wavered.

      The hostess brought Adam over to the table, where he took the menu from her hand and thanked her with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. Before Elaine could greet him, Adam reached over and took a sip of her wine. He frowned.

      “Elaine, again? What is this, the cheapest wine on the menu?” He shook his head, and turned to the hostess. “We’re going to need a better vintage than this.” He flipped open the menu and tapped his finger expectantly on a different line. The hostess seemed taken aback for a moment, but she caught herself with a quick nod and a right away, sir.

      Elaine winced. Jenna’s arguments rattled around in her head, cutting more keenly than ever before. Doormat, her apprentice’s memory accused her. But the moment passed, as Adam turned to look at her and smiled.

      “Wow,” he said. His eyes gave her a full once-over. “You look fantastic. Where have you been hiding that dress, and how do I get you to wear it more often?”

      Elaine flushed. “You could ask like that,” she said. “With the wow.”

      His smile widened. He leaned in toward her ear. “Wow,” he said, more softly. “Wear that more often. I like it.”

      Like something he owns.

      Elaine’s pleasure faded. She looked away. “You looked a little upset when you came in. Is everything okay?”

      Adam shot her a surprised look. He settled into the chair across from her. “Everything’s fine,” he said. “Better than fine. The latest project is almost wrapped up — the hydro dam, I mentioned that? It went so well, I got a hint today that I might be up for a promotion.”

      Elaine blinked. “Oh,” she said. “That’s fantastic! Congratulations!”

      Adam smiled again. “I thought we ought to celebrate. I kept thinking I wanted to try this place out, but I always forget. I figure we ought to take advantage while we’re still here.”

      “Still here?” Elaine frowned. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.”

      A waitress returned with the new wine, interrupting them to fill their glasses. Adam took an experimental sniff of his, and nodded more approvingly. He lifted it toward Elaine, and she clinked her glass with his obligingly.

      “It’s an exciting opportunity,” Adam continued. “A big change — but a good one, I think. I’m looking forward to sharing it with you.” He winked at her. “It’s not just a promotion. I got offered a head position in the new Edmonton office.”

      Elaine stared at him over her wine. Her shock must have been transparent in her expression, because she saw Adam’s brows knit.

      “What?” he said. “Something wrong?”

      Elaine worked her mouth soundlessly for a moment, searching for words. Finally, she said: “Adam. That’s in Alberta. It’s literally on the other side of the country.”

      He frowned. “Well that’s part of the point, Elaine,” he explained slowly. “I’m as high up as I can go if I stay in Toronto. The only way I can keep climbing is by going somewhere else. It’s going to be different, sure. But I think of it kind of like an adventure.”

      “You think,” Elaine emphasized. “You think of it like an adventure. I don’t. I have a home here. I have… there are things I can’t just pick up and leave behind at a moment’s notice.”

      Adam set his glass down. He had an exasperated look now. “We were discussing selling that little flower shop anyway,” he said. “It’s not that much trouble to move up the timetable a bit.”

      Elaine blanched. “We weren’t discussing anything,” she said. “You suggested selling the shop. I told you I wasn’t interested in selling it. I thought the matter was settled after that.”

      Like something he owns.

      “You need to calm down, Elaine.” Adam was frowning now. “You’re making a scene.”

      “I’m making a scene?” she echoed dimly. “You brought me here to tell me you’d decided to uproot my whole life. I get a say in that.”

      “This is a relationship, Elaine,” Adam argued. “I thought you were going to be supportive, to help me figure this out—”

      “You already seem to have it figured out,” Elaine said. “It didn’t involve my opinion.”

      Adam’s jaw hardened. “Well I’m certainly not passing up the opportunity of a lifetime. That’s ridiculous. And if you’re not coming with me, then we can hardly keep dating, can we?”

      Elaine pressed her lips together. “I suppose we can’t,” she said. The words escaped her before she even had time to think them through.

      A silence fell between them. Disbelief flickered in Adam’s eyes.

      I feel better.

      The realization hit her like a thunderbolt. There was guilt and shame and misery in those words… but at the same time, a great weight had lifted off her shoulders.

      No more last-minute texts. No more comments on the wine. I’ll wear all the damned cardigans I want from now on.

      “You don’t mean that,” Adam said warningly. “Don’t say things you’ll regret, Elaine.”

      He expected her to give in. She saw it clear on his face. He fully expected that any moment now, she would curl into her seat, hang her head, and quietly agree to reorder her life around his.

      Not this time. And never again.

      Elaine stood up from her seat. She pulled her wallet from her purse, setting down a few bills. “Don’t tell me what I mean,” she said. “I’m done. We’re done. Good luck in Edmonton.”

      The utterly dumbfounded expression on his face gave her a strange jolt of satisfaction.

      Elaine grabbed her coat and turned on her heel, heading for the entrance of the restaurant. The hostess blinked at her as she passed, looking confused. Somehow, she managed to keep the tears from spilling out until she turned the end of the block, out of view of the restaurant.

      Chinese food sounded better anyway.
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        * * *

      

      The cold night had deepened and snow had started falling by the time Elaine came out onto the street near her loft. Her too-high stilettos dug into the white coating on the pavement; wet flakes caught on her stockings, dampening her toes.

      Her phone gently pinged. A terrible, masochistic impulse made her check it, though she knew it was a mistake.

      Let’s talk about this.

      She shivered and closed her eyes. Guilt rose up inside her, in spite of her best efforts. What if she’d been too harsh? Maybe he really would talk more seriously about the matter, give her opinion real weight, now that he knew how much it meant to her…

      Another ping. She opened her eyes.

      Don’t just cut me off.

      Ping.

      You’re being overdramatic.

      Elaine stared down at the phone, while snow drifted into her hair. A weird panic seized her.

      Like something he owns, like something he owns, like something he owns.

      Blackfrost had been the same way. She had been a trinket, a prize. The faerie lord had trapped her in his Lifeless Garden and left her, fully expecting that she would freeze into a pretty little statue he could visit at his whim.

      Ping.

      We’ll talk when you’re less upset.

      Elaine’s lip trembled — whether from anger or from misery, she couldn’t tell. Maybe it was both.

      We’re over, she texted back. Her fingers shook. Please leave me alone.

      “Elaine Halstead?” a woman’s voice asked.

      She snapped her head up from her phone, startled.

      A short, rangy woman stepped out from an alleyway. Her black coat was oddly tattered — what remained of it was clearly meant to keep away the rain, and not the cold. Her long, tangled black hair held a faint tinge of blue in the moonlight. Her eyes — a cold, abyssal black, as deep as the ocean — fixed upon Elaine with determination.

      Elaine took an instinctive step backward. “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” she said carefully.

      The woman stepped closer, eating back up the space that Elaine had tried to put between them. A drop of water trickled down her pale face, undeterred by the freezing temperatures. There was an unmistakable veil of power about her… and it wasn’t pleasant.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” the woman rasped. Her voice was rough, like someone with a stubborn, hanging cough. She had a broad, murky accent that clearly wasn’t from the area. “I’m going to ask nicely. Give me what you took from Lord Blackfrost. If you do, I’ll pretend I never saw you.”

      A few more drops of water hit the snow.

      Elaine took in a deep breath… and opened up her Witchsight.

      A deep and terrible void yawned before her. It was the last gasp of a dying man; it was fingers grasping at her feet, dragging her down into the depths. That void threaded its way through the woman’s soul, holding her fast in its endless embrace.

      Elaine sucked in a deep, rattling breath. “You’re a warlock,” she whispered. “Who did you sell your soul to?”

      The pale woman smiled grimly. “They call me Pallid Valentine,” she said. “The Drowned Lord holds my leash. You don’t want his attentions, trust me.” She paused. “Give me what I ask for, an’ no one will bother you further.”

      A distant sense of pity washed through Elaine, though she knew it was misplaced. Sometimes, creatures who were either truly desperate or else very foolish would intentionally call upon a faerie lord for aid. Such help always came at a terrible price; faerie lords didn’t traffic in any currency so mundane as money.

      The truly hopeless, with nothing else of value to offer, might enter into a pact with a faerie lord, swearing their eternal service in return for a shard of that lord’s power. Such pitiable souls, known as warlocks, often lived long enough to regret their decision. But where they went, great suffering very often followed.

      Elaine pressed her lips together. Her mind was still reeling, trying to readjust. Someone’s finally found me, the thought came. This isn’t good. “You don’t want to threaten me,” she said, with more bravado than she felt. “I’ve killed a full faerie lord, at the center of his own domain. You’re just an attack dog.”

      Valentine laughed. It was a harsh, desperate sound. “The White Rose of Blackfrost offers to end my suffering,” she said. “How kind of you. But there will be others after me. The new Lord Blackfrost searches for you. You have something of value to him — which means it is of value to anyone who wishes his good favor. If you give it to me now, I will give it to him… an’ neither he nor my master will have reason to hunt you any further.”

      A spike of pure, unadulterated fear slammed into Elaine at the words. Broken images bubbled up from within her mind.

      Stone trees, icy roses, no life anywhere in the darkness—

      Elaine shuddered. The warlock watched her impassively, with grim, hopeless eyes.

      Something of value to Blackfrost. Elaine had no idea what it could be. She’d barely made it out of Arcadia with the clothing on her back. Even her memories had been stolen, taken from her by the veil that separated the two realms from one another.

      Panic fluttered in her chest, seeping its way up into her throat. Her heart began to pound.

      I can’t. I can’t go back there. Not again.

      “I don’t have anything,” Elaine managed. “I don’t. If I did, I would give it to you, I swear.”

      Pallid Valentine sighed. There were deep, dark circles underneath her eyes that spoke of a sleepless existence far beyond anything Elaine had ever imagined. “Lord Blackfrost believes that you have something,” the warlock told her. “I would think very hard if I were you. If you can’t remember, I’ll have to deliver you to him whole.”

      Elaine tensed, clawing back at the fear in her stomach. She reached her mind out for the seeds in her coat pocket, stretching her power. Whatever she’d implied, she wasn’t truly confident she could defeat a warlock on her own; she still had no idea how she’d killed the original Lord Blackfrost. She’d deeply hoped never to have to repeat the ordeal.

      “Don’t make me do this,” Elaine pleaded.

      Frigid water crept up her feet. Elaine staggered back, wide-eyed — but the black water continued climbing up her body, writhing its way up the inside of her coat.

      She shoved her hand into her pocket, grasping at a handful of seeds and flinging them toward the warlock with a rush of wild, panicked magic. Phantom vines sprang into being, winding their way around the other woman’s legs. Taurus magic, used as a weapon, ripped at the lowest foundations of the human mind, instilling doubts and fears. The thorns of Elaine’s magic cut deep into Valentine’s spirit, searching out her sense of self, safety, stability, and ripping it away.

      The warlock’s spirit was already torn and tattered, though. Elaine’s thorns found little purchase in a creature already so heavy with despair. Valentine’s soul resisted Elaine’s onslaught like sticky, miserable tar.

      Cold, vile water forced its way between her lips. Elaine tried to spit it out, but the brackish fluid slithered its way down her throat, choking out her breath. She coughed harshly, gasping for air.

      Pallid Valentine stalked forward, undeterred by the horrific bleeding gashes on her psyche. The cold water that dripped from her hair wept pink now, instead of black — but still, she persisted. Each heavy bootfall sounded with the curse of inevitability.

      Elaine tightened the thorns that pried at Valentine’s concentration… but as she fell to her knees, she knew the effort was in vain. I should have run for the store, she thought dimly. I should have gone for the wards, I should have done anything else…

      From deep within Elaine’s soul, a different sort of cold snaked up through her magic. Lifeless, hungry, black as a starless night… it replaced the warmth of her Taurus magic with pure ice.

      It was a magic she knew far too well. Its touch — the touch of Blackfrost — still plagued her nightmares.

      She seized upon it anyway.

      The frost in her veins pressed back against the Drowned Lord's magic. Elaine’s grip on it was clumsy, but its power was such that she barely had to direct it. She spat black water from her mouth, staggering back to her feet. As she did, she noticed that the bitter cold outside had ceased to bother her.

      Pallid Valentine stepped back. Confusion played across her face.

      “You’re no warlock,” the other woman rasped. “What are you?” Her black eyes widened. “What did you steal?”

      Elaine stared down at her hands, horrified. She had touched the power of Blackfrost. Her old tormentor’s power ran through her veins even now, filling her with vicious satisfaction. She could so easily reach out and force her foe to heel, make her beg for mercy—

      “She stole nothing.”

      The voice that came from behind her sent a chill down her spine. It was a man’s voice, low and melodic. It was a ghost, risen from the depths of her broken memories.

      You’ll forget me.

      Elaine turned her head, shivering with fear and familiarity.

      The man behind her was tall, towering a good head and a half a head over Pallid Valentine. His black button-down shirt and jeans were far too mild for the weather. Long black hair fell loose about his face like spun silk, in a definitively anachronistic style. His cheekbones were slightly too sharp; his features were slightly too elegant. His eyes, a piercing bright blue, were currently fixed upon Valentine with a cold fury.

      A dark, hungry power seethed within his soul — a much greater twin to the essence that currently ran through Elaine’s magic. That eldritch darkness stretched out behind him, so deep and terrible that she had to force her Witchsight closed before she could fully comprehend its magnitude.

      Cold, quiet reality settled back into place. Snow teased at her hair, but it failed to chill her.

      “What is owed cannot be stolen,” said the man next to her, in a glacial tone. “And she is owed a great debt.”

      His hand came to rest on Elaine’s shoulder. It was warmer than she’d expected. No, her memories supplied. He was always warm. The scent of sandalwood and evergreen engulfed her.

      Valentine flicked her eyes between Elaine and the man behind her. She took in a shuddering breath. “I was going to deliver her to Lord Blackfrost,” she said simply. “I wouldn’t have killed her.”

      Pallid Valentine’s right arm jerked in a strange way. Blue frostbite crept its way up her fingers. She stumbled down to one knee, her breath rattling in her throat.

      “Perhaps I will deliver you to the Drowned Lord in the same manner, then,” he drawled. “I promise not to kill you. You may not arrive with all your limbs intact, however.”

      Elaine broke away from his grip. “Stop!” she said, forcing herself between the two of them. “She’s miserable enough, you don’t have to make it worse!”

      Those cold blue eyes flickered with surprise. A helpless chuckle slid between his lips. “Mercy for Pallid Valentine,” he murmured, with a disbelieving shake of his head. “You haven’t changed at all, El.”

      Liam. The name came to her from nowhere at all.

      “Please,” she said quietly, searching his face. “Just… stop.”

      He sighed heavily, and glanced away from the kneeling warlock. Valentine gasped, staggering to her feet. The blue tinge had gone mostly out of her arm, though it still shivered and twitched.

      “Go back to your lord,” Liam said. “And tell him that your target is under Lord Blackfrost’s protection.”

      Valentine jerked her head woodenly. The snow at her feet rippled and congealed into a black pool of water. Elaine felt a surge of alien power as a dark, wide rift yawned up toward the warlock, reaching out to swallow her whole.

      In the next instant, she was gone.

      Liam turned to face Elaine. Some inscrutable emotion burned in those bright blue eyes of his.

      “It’s been a while, El,” he said.
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      “Who are you?” Elaine whispered. “Why do I know you?”

      Liam flinched.

      “You’ll forget me,” her memories whispered.

      “Of course,” he said to himself. He ran his fingers back through his hair. There was a bleak resignation to the gesture. “Do you remember… anything?”

      Elaine swallowed. A silent, steadily blinking light in the snow caught her eye. She reached down to pick up her phone, wiping it across her coat. “I remember the Lifeless Garden,” she said. “I remember killing the last Lord Blackfrost.” The words came out more harshly than she might have intended. Her jaw clenched. “Pallid Valentine said the new Lord Blackfrost is looking for me. That I have something he wants. If you work for him, you should tell him to back off. I have no compunctions against killing another faerie lord if I have to.”

      Liam shook his head slowly. “There’s been a misunderstanding,” he said. His icy manner had utterly melted away. In its place was a strange hesitation. “I’m the one who’s been looking for you. All I wanted was to ask for your help. If I’d realized word might get around, that people would get the wrong idea…” He closed his eyes. “I’m sorry. The last thing I want is to disrupt your life.”

      Elaine pressed her lips together. Liam’s demeanor seemed genuinely remorseful… but the old Lord Blackfrost had seemed sympathetic too at first, before he’d stolen her away and ruined her life. Creatures of Arcadia had no real emotions, but some faeries could so expertly imitate them that it was difficult to tell the difference.

      Warlocks like Pallid Valentine were even worse. Many slowly lost their capacity for emotion over time, whether it was to the shard of faerie in their soul or to the simple crushing march of time. Faerie patrons required terrible things of their servants, and duplicity was a common talent among them.

      “Consider my life disrupted,” Elaine rasped. She glanced down at her hands. Frost spiralled up her fingers. It coated the sleeves of her coat. The sight of it sent a dizzy fear down into her stomach, though she couldn’t feel the cold. She became keenly aware of the black hunger seething inside her, crawling its way through her body.

      Elaine swallowed. “Take it back,” she said. She meant the words to be a command, but instead they held a hint of hysteria. “I don’t want this power. Take it back.”

      “It’s not something I can take, El,” Liam told her solemnly. “It’s yours.” He paused, contemplating. “I can help you control it, though.”

      He reached out slowly, closing his hand around her wrist. The heat of his fingers tingled on her skin, oddly soothing. She felt his power press against hers — it was calmer, more controlled by far. The darkness inside her responded to that touch like a well-trained hound brought to heel. It sulked away, back down to the depths of her soul. Not gone, but… dormant.

      The cold weather hit her all at once. Elaine staggered at the shock of it. Valentine’s magic had soaked every inch of her beneath the coat.

      Liam’s eyes flickered with alarm. Before she could regain herself, he had her in his arms, soaking up his heat. There was no reason he should have been so warm, none. He didn’t even have a coat of his own. But somehow, his heat burned against her, and the scent of sandalwood and evergreen surrounded her, and she knew that he had done this before.

      Strange blue eyes looked down at her, concerned, as she shivered in the darkness. Arms closed around her, so warm, the first heat to touch her in what felt like years—

      “I hate seeing you cold,” he muttered tightly. “Damn it, I hate all of this. I’m sorry, El.”

      His touch, his voice, struck a confusing chord inside her. A hundred shredded memories offered up feelings of safety and security, and no rational explanation for any of it.

      She should have pulled away. This wasn’t safe. He wasn’t safe. But some traitorous part of Elaine’s soul craved exactly this, and she couldn’t push it away now that she finally had it.

      “…why do I have this magic?” The words came more softly this time, almost meek. She hated that.

      Liam considered her carefully. “You did a service for a faerie lord,” he said. “That power is a debt acknowledged.”

      A horrible thought struck her. “Oh, god,” she said in a tremulous voice. “You mean I’m a warlock?”

      “No!” Liam tightened his grip on her, reassuring. “You didn’t give up your freedom. It’s just a debt. It’s a very large debt. But in theory, if you use it enough, you’ll eventually use it up.”

      Elaine closed her eyes. Her head still hadn’t stopped spinning. For just a moment in time, breaking up with Adam had seemed like the end of the world. But the horror of knowing she had been found, exposed, chased down, was infinitely worse. The idea of getting tangled up in webs of faerie whims all over again made her want to go home, hide in a corner, and cry.

      “I don’t want it,” she said. Her voice wavered. “Oh, god, I don’t want anything to do with Blackfrost. I can’t do this again, Liam.”

      His breathing stopped. She felt him go so utterly, carefully still that at first she thought she’d hurt him somehow.

      But when Elaine opened her eyes, she saw that Liam was looking down at her like a man who’d had the secrets of the universe revealed.

      “That’s my name,” he whispered. “My god, I’d forgotten.” A wild, desperate hope came into those cold blue eyes. “I was right. You have my name.”

      She stared back into his eyes.

      Oh.

      Oh.

      “Your… true name?” Elaine asked. She didn’t dare to ask the question any louder than a whisper. But the look on his face was answer enough.

      Names, even normal names, had power. Giving your name to a witch or a faerie made it easier for them to affect you with their magic. But to speak your name to another creature, backed fully by your magic and intent, was to give them a glimpse of your very soul — and a measure of permanent leverage over you.

      A warlock gave their true name as part of their pact with their patron. It was part of what gave faerie lords the ability to twist their servants’ nature, change them slowly.

      But if Liam really had given Elaine his true name… that meant she had the ability to touch his soul too.

      Liam closed his eyes. “Say it again, please.” He didn’t beg. She couldn’t imagine he had ever begged for anything in his life. But the anguish was so plain on his face that she couldn’t deny him.

      “Liam,” Elaine said again, quietly. It wasn’t his full name, but it didn’t matter. She felt the shiver in his body this time — the strange tingle in the word that crossed between them.

      His fingers dug into her skin. He pressed his forehead into her shoulder. “I haven’t heard that name since you left,” he said hoarsely. “Not even normally. God, that’s my name.”

      A hundred thoughts whirled through her mind, urgently chasing one another. Five years. That means he’s gone five years not hearing his name. Maybe even more than that, given the way time runs in Arcadia.

      A deep, uncomfortable sympathy swept past her fears, pushing them momentarily to the back of her mind. For some mad reason she couldn’t remember, Liam had given her his true name. Maybe he was a warlock, like Pallid Valentine… but Liam clearly wanted his humanity back, and Elaine had the power to help him.

      Doormat, Jenna’s voice accused her.

      Elaine sighed. “I’m going to regret this,” she muttered. Slowly, she disentangled herself from Liam’s embrace. The winter wind clawed anew at her skin, sending shivers down her spine. She tugged her coat more closely around herself.

      “I’m going to freeze if I stay out here,” Elaine told him. “Come on inside. You have an invitation past my wards… but only for tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      Elaine’s wards shivered back from her guest only with great reluctance. She suspected her magic was subconsciously aware of her own misgivings on the matter.

      The inside of the shop should have been substantially warmer than the outside — but once indoors, Elaine couldn’t help but notice that Liam’s presence had a chilling effect on the air around him. In the same way that Pallid Valentine had brought the Deeps with her, Liam carried Blackfrost with him wherever he walked.

      He took in the details of the shop around him with a mercilessly keen gaze. It didn’t take long at all for Liam’s eyes to flicker toward the large rose trellis at the back, where Elaine’s prized roses were on display. She hadn’t used her magic to encourage them exactly, but roses had always been such a speciality of hers that she had to imagine some of her power had made it into them anyway.

      Elaine stepped behind the counter, and headed for the door that led upstairs to her loft. “This way,” she told Liam tiredly. “Before you wilt my flowers.”

      Liam gave the roses one last penetrating glance… but he nodded, and followed her lead.

      The loft above Elaine’s shop was not the most luxurious affair, but she had never had much of a preference for grandiose things. She had decorated the small, cozy space with comforting things. Hand-sewn quilts, airy drapes, and plenty of her favorite flowers filled its nooks and brightened the air inside. There was a bewitched feeling to the place tonight, though — moonlight spilled in across the room through a small window near the kitchen area, throwing a pale glow across it all.

      Elaine kicked off her stilettos with a minute sigh of relief. Those can go in the trash, she thought viciously. “Take a seat,” she said, gesturing toward the kitchen table. “I need to find a fresh sweater. You have a bit of an… effect… on the temperature.”

      Liam grimaced at that. He settled himself into one of the kitchen chairs accordingly, though. Out of the corner of her eye, Elaine saw him glance toward the window. That pale moonlight pooled upon him, highlighting his otherworldly qualities. For all his desperation, Liam still held himself with an effortless elegance, and the world around him seemed to go out of its way to reinforce that. As he set his chin in one hand, she couldn’t help the sudden impression that she had invited some sort of faerie tale prince into her home.

      Elaine shook her head and shed her coat onto the bed. Her teeth had already begun to chatter. As she tugged open one of her dresser drawers, searching for a cardigan, she heard Liam hiss in his breath. She turned, and found him staring at her incredulously.

      “You… you were wearing that?” he asked.

      Elaine glanced down at the little black dress she was wearing. She’d nearly forgotten she was dressed for a dinner date, given everything else that had happened. The top of the dress had slipped somewhat to reveal the very edge of an embarrassingly inviting, lacy red bra.

      Wonderful, she thought sourly. Just fantastic. This is how I always wanted to face down one of Blackfrost’s most powerful warlocks.

      Elaine snatched a cardigan from her dresser, pulling it over her head. “That’s absolutely none of your business,” she said stiffly.

      Liam raised an eyebrow. Now that he’d settled himself somewhat, that hint of hesitation in his behavior had vanished, replaced by a faint smirk. “I’d be happy to make it my business, if you wanted.”

      The arrogant, needling tone was oddly familiar. Elaine was struck with the overwhelming urge to roll her eyes. “Why do I feel like you haven’t changed a bit?” she muttered.

      Liam’s cold eyes sharpened on her abruptly. She instantly regretted the comment. “I’ve changed,” he said bluntly. “And not for the better. I wish it were otherwise.”

      Elaine peeled off her wet stockings as inconspicuously as she could manage, tossing them into an unceremonious heap in the corner. “Sorry,” she said quietly. “That was poorly thought-out.” She headed back toward the table, settling into the chair across from him, curling her legs up beneath her for extra warmth.

      “It’s not your responsibility,” Liam sighed. The chill left his voice abruptly. “I shouldn’t have come to find you. I know that. But you have what I need. And if I’m really honest, you’re the only person I trust in any world I know.” He looked up to meet her gaze. Real fear haunted his eyes. “I’m losing my grip, El. I’m becoming someone I don’t like. And I don’t know how to stop it.”

      Elaine considered that for a long moment.

      “…I don’t remember you,” she said finally. “I do, but I don’t. All my memories are well and truly shredded.”

      Liam nodded slowly. “I know,” he said. “You’re not a warlock, and you don’t have any faerie blood. You wouldn’t be able to leave any realm in Arcadia with your memories intact.”

      Elaine bit her lip. “Very little would convince me to let you in here,” she said. “If I had it my way, I’d never talk about Arcadia again, let alone involve myself in the affairs of its faerie lords.” She pressed her fingers to her forehead. “But I clearly have your true name. I’ll admit, that’s thrown me for a curve. I could hurt you very badly with that.” She hesitated. “…how do I know you, Liam?”

      The mention of his name made Liam tense his shoulders again minutely. He looked away. “I helped you escape the Lifeless Garden,” he said.

      Elaine stared at him.

      “You’ll forget me.”

      It was the barest fragment of a memory — the only piece of him she’d had for so long. But now that she examined it, that whisper of a dream carried whole worlds within it.

      “I won’t forget you. How could I?”

      She hadn’t wanted to forget Liam. She had tried so incredibly hard not to forget. All that desperate effort… and all she’d managed to take with her was one tiny shred.

      A distant ache clenched at her heart. I wanted to see him again, she thought. And now I finally have.

      “I believe you,” Elaine said. “But… why? I don’t have any memories of you before Arcadia. That’s a terrible risk to take for a total stranger.”

      Liam smiled grimly. “I was a prisoner too, El,” he said. “Maybe I had more freedom than you, but I knew I was still stuck under his thumb forever. I undermined that frigid prick every way I could, whenever I thought I could get away with it.”

      A strange pang of disappointment hit her at that. Elaine brushed it away. “I wasn’t the first person you helped,” she guessed.

      “No,” Liam told her. He looked back toward her. “You were definitely the only person to kill the bastard on your way out, though.”

      Elaine blinked slowly. “Then… I did kill him?” she said uncertainly. “I thought maybe you…”

      Liam gave her a startled look. “Of course you did,” he said. “Where do you think you got that debt from?”

      Elaine knitted her brow. “I got a debt from Lord Blackfrost… for killing Lord Blackfrost?” she asked slowly.

      “Why not?” Liam said. He sounded bemused. “You played kingmaker, El. You handed lordship of an entire Arcadian realm over to someone else. That’s worth a favor. Besides, you already proved yourself capable of killing one Lord Blackfrost. What better way to make you reconsider killing the next one? You can’t pry debts from a dead faerie.”

      Elaine winced. “You’re not implying I really am under Lord Blackfrost’s protection? That wasn’t a lie?”

      Liam’s amusement faded. “Maybe you’re not interested in killing him,” he said. “That doesn’t mean you couldn’t be used against him. You don’t kill a faerie lord at the center of his own realm and avoid getting yourself a reputation, El. A lot of the new Lord Blackfrost’s enemies would love to know how you did that, in case it’s something they could repeat.”

      The White Rose of Blackfrost. That’s what Pallid Valentine had called her. It wasn’t some weird, momentary styling after all. People thought she held some deadly secret over Blackfrost.

      And now, by putting her under his protection, the faerie lord had all but confirmed it.

      What a bad joke, Elaine thought. Even if I did know something useful, I don’t remember it anymore, do I?

      Elaine curled in against herself a bit more closely. “I hate this,” she said. “I didn’t want any of this. All I wanted was to be left alone.”

      Some distant emotion flickered through Liam’s eyes. “…I know,” he said. “I wanted to give you that. I’m sorry.”

      She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I owe you something too, Liam. I should have realized I couldn’t escape a prison like that without some kind of help. If I’d been smart, I would have put it together before now.” Elaine reached out to squeeze his hand. “I don’t know what I can do to help you. But I’m willing to try.”

      Liam stared at her hand, as though her touch was a strange concept. Slowly, though, he closed his fingers around hers.

      “You’re too good, El,” he said. “Do you know how many times I’ve told you that?”

      Elaine forced a smile. “No,” she told him sadly. “I’m afraid I don’t.”

      An awkward silence fell between them, at that. Eventually, Liam cleared his throat. “I won’t impose for too long. All I need from you is my name. Maybe it will be enough, and maybe it won’t. But it’s worth a try.”

      Elaine hesitated. She searched her memories, looking for the thing he wanted. But all that came to mind was Liam. The rest, whatever came after, was a ragged black hole in her mind. “I’m afraid that’s complicated,” she said. “I don’t remember the whole thing.”

      Liam flinched at the revelation, and Elaine felt a spike of guilt. “Maybe I can get it back,” she added quickly. “I’ve never really tried to remember anything else about Arcadia.”

      He was silent for a moment. “…I suppose the obvious option is off the table,” he said.

      “I’m not going back,” Elaine said. “I know it’s the easiest way to remember everything. But you can’t ask that of me.”

      Liam let out a long breath. “No,” he said. “I can’t.” His cold blue eyes became inscrutable again. He rose smoothly to his feet, and offered out a hand. “We’ll talk more about this tomorrow. You look exhausted, El.”

      Elaine took his hand gingerly. The warmth in his fingers sent a strange feeling through her — a terrible longing, with no concrete memory attached to explain it.

      She wanted to burrow herself into his arms. She knew he would let her do it. She suspected it was a very bad idea.

      “…I think I missed you,” Elaine admitted quietly. She couldn’t bring herself to meet his eyes.

      Liam reached up to brush those warm fingers across her cheek. She was struck by a sudden sense of déjà vu.

      “I missed you too, El,” he said.

      For a second, she thought he might say more. But whatever had been on his tongue, he seemed to think better of it. He dropped his hand again. A wry smile crossed his lips. “I think I’ll leave before my welcome expires. You should lock up after me.”
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      Wet snow beneath her fingers. Everything white, cold, eternally frozen. The night closed in, stealing her breath, worming its way inside her. Her magic was distant, nearly inaccessible. There was no life allowed here.

      There was a tall stone willow. Its weeping branches were carved from ice, a mockery of its living counterpart. It gave barely any shelter against the chill.

      “Blackfrost isn’t just cold,” Liam said softly. “It’s a thief of warmth and life. It gets under your skin.”

      The darkness, the dread, crept deep into her heart.

      His arms closed around her. His heat soaked into her. She pressed her face into his neck, breathing in his scent. Blackfrost wouldn’t steal Liam’s warmth, no matter how bitterly cold it became.

      “I won’t let it have you,” he promised.
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        * * *

      

      Elaine woke up early and uneasy.

      The loft still held a slight chill. It took her a moment to remember why. She spent a long time sitting in bed huddled beneath the covers, going back over the night’s events in her head.

      The revelation that Arcadia wasn’t yet done with her had been a rude awakening. Liam might not have meant to do it, but he’d effectively painted her with a target by seeking her out. Faerie lords, mad and powerful, mostly kept to their own realms in Arcadia, enjoying their whimsies and politics… but when one of them finally took notice of something in the mortal world, others soon followed.

      Elaine hadn’t always understood the nature of that chain reaction. Before her captivity, she’d freely wandered the Hedge: the lordless, transitory realm which connected the rest of Arcadia together. But fatefully, she had drawn the attention of the Lady of Briars, who had decided that Elaine would make a beautiful addition to her gardens. After weeks of terrified hiding, Elaine had received an offer from a different faerie lord entirely. Lord Blackfrost, the Lady’s longtime enemy, came to offer Elaine his protection against the Lady of Briars, in exchange for a pittance.

      She should have known better than to accept. But he had been so convincingly sympathetic, so reasonable-sounding, and she had been so frightened of the prospect of an eternity in the Briars.

      Had Elaine known what she knew today, she would have asked more carefully just what Lord Blackfrost’s protection entailed. Instead, she found out the hard way that the faerie lord intended to protect her from the Lady by locking her away in his realm and turning her into an eternal statue of ice. The Lifeless Garden had been his cruel joke against the Lady; a declaration that he had taken the thing she so coveted and put it in his own garden instead.

      Now, the new Lord Blackfrost had declared that Elaine was under his protection. How long would it be before he ordered Liam to drag her back to her old prison? Surely, he had to be worried that another faerie lord might steal her away and pry those forgotten secrets from her mind.

      Liam would never do that. The thought was instant and uncompromising. Whatever Blackfrost attempted to do with her, Liam wouldn’t be a part of imprisoning her again. He’d risked everything once before in order to help her escape.

      But Liam was slowly becoming someone else. Someone I don’t like, he’d said.

      Elaine owed him a great deal. But more than that, she realized, she needed Liam to retain his humanity if she wanted any chance of evading Arcadia’s machinations for a second time. In the entirety of that alien, emotionless world, Liam was her only true ally.

      I need to remember his name. Elaine closed her eyes, searching again through her mind. Again, the emptiness of that hole in her memories stretched out before her, unyielding.

      Nothing. Absolutely nothing.

      It had required an inhuman effort just to retain those tiny flashes that she had. The memories were buried deep in her subconscious, locked away behind the same veil that made dreams fade when you awoke.

      Elaine sighed in frustration. She kicked off the covers anxiously, searching out her clothing.

      It was too early to open the shop. But it was never too early for gardening.
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        * * *

      

      The tiny greenhouse on the roof was just large enough to keep the shop stocked, if Elaine was careful about her choices. She spent the morning harvesting new cuts, moving the fresh flowers downstairs. The work didn’t inspire any new ideas, but it was calming — and calm was something she very much needed.

      Jenna met her at the shop around ten, yawning and sucking down coffee from a thermos. She raised an eyebrow at Elaine as she entered. “You look like hell,” she said. “Not so hot date?”

      Elaine winced. “Last date,” she said. She paused. “Please don’t say I told you so. I’ve had a long night.”

      Jenna gasped. When Elaine glanced over at her, she saw that her apprentice had pressed a delighted hand to her mouth. “Oh my god,” she said. “Tell me it’s so. You broke it off?”

      Elaine grimaced, but she nodded slightly in confirmation.

      Jenna tapped her fingers on the counter, impatient with excitement. “Did he make that shocked fish expression when you said it?”

      Elaine blinked. “What… fish expression?”

      Jenna grinned, unweaving a scarf from around her neck and searching out a shop apron. “You totally know what I’m talking about. That well, I never sort of face he makes when he doesn’t have a good comeback.”

      Elaine closed her eyes and replayed the scene in her head. Sure enough, Adam’s mouth was hanging open very slightly, and his eyes were wide and staring, like a fish in a tank. She tried to stifle a laugh, but it trickled out in spite of her best efforts as she opened her eyes again. “Oh my god, you’re right. He did look like a fish.”

      Jenna patted her on the shoulder. “You can do so much better than Fish-Face, Lainey. And just, by the way, that’s what I’m gonna call him from now on. He’s Fish-Face.” She widened her eyes behind her glasses and dropped her mouth exaggeratedly, as though to demonstrate. “Come on, you can see it! Imagine him in his little suit, with his little briefcase. Him and all his other fish-face executive friends, being outraged together.”

      The tightness in Elaine’s chest loosened pleasantly. She sniffed away a few tears and smiled. “You’re being so awful right now,” she said. “But I love it.”

      Jenna laughed, breaking her pantomime. “That jerk can survive one little girl making fun of him,” she said. “He sure made fun of you enough.”

      Elaine’s smiled faded. “Well. Either way, it’s done with.” A new worry spread through her chest as she looked at Jenna. “That wasn’t the longest part of my night. I ran into some… unrelated trouble.”

      Jenna’s joking demeanor dropped abruptly, replaced with concern. “What kind of trouble?” she asked. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Elaine assured her. “For now. But I think it might be best if you took some time off and stayed away from me for a bit. I don’t want you getting dragged into something dangerous.”

      Jenna frowned, and Elaine knew before she even opened her mouth that her apprentice was about to say something stubborn.

      “I mean that,” Elaine cut her off. “I have old debts to pay. They’re my debts, not yours. If you get caught up with these people, I can’t guarantee I’ll be able to extract you from it.”

      Jenna pressed her lips together. “I don’t like the sound of that,” she said. “And I really don’t like the idea of leaving you to deal with it alone.”

      Elaine intended to argue the matter further — but Jenna’s eyes fixed on something past her shoulder, and her apprentice’s eyebrows inched upward. “Hello,” Jenna mumbled, fanning herself lightly with her hand. “Is it just me, or is it suddenly warm in here?”

      Elaine turned to follow her gaze — and froze. Liam had just made his way up to the glass door of the shop. He should have been less impossibly beautiful in the harsh light of day… but he wasn’t.

      No wonder Elaine had been so convinced that the man in her dreams wasn’t real. Cold, dark, and refined, Liam looked as though he’d stepped straight out of a daydream. Even the casual long sleeve and jeans he currently wore couldn’t manage to make him look mundane. At least, Elaine thought, he had bothered to put on a long coat and a loose scarf more fitting to the weather. He hadn’t tied the scarf, of course — it was only a useless bit of fabric to him, after all.

      “Don’t,” Elaine muttered at Jenna warningly. “Don’t even think about it. It’s bad enough I’m involved with him already.”

      Liam had paused at the door to consider the wards, with his hands politely tucked behind his back. Since she’d shown him the way to the shop, the part of her wards that hid it from supernatural view would never work on him again — but his invitation past the more defensive aspects of her magic had expired.

      Elaine headed for the door, buttoning up her cardigan. Jenna followed her there, openly curious, but Elaine knew that trying to warn her off was probably a losing proposition. She opened the door, and considered the warlock in front of her. “You have an invitation into my home and business for the next hour,” she said succinctly.

      Liam’s lips twitched. “I’m wounded, El,” he said, though his tone was teasing. He stepped into the shop. The moment he did, the temperature inside dropped noticeably.

      As the door closed behind him, Jenna sucked in her breath. Elaine glanced toward her, and saw that her apprentice had gone pale. All suggestion of flirtation had fled from her behavior.

      “Warlock,” Jenna whispered. The horrified expression on her face wouldn’t have looked out of place if she’d been confronted by a monster out of a slasher film.

      Liam raised an eyebrow her way. “I don’t think I’ve met you, have I?” he said, as though Jenna had introduced herself with perfect politeness. His eyes flickered down to note the apron that she wore.

      “You haven’t,” Elaine told him. “I think it’s best things stay that way, if you don’t mind.”

      Jenna’s back stiffened. “What do you want?” she asked Liam sharply.

      Liam smiled wryly. He leaned in very slightly toward Elaine’s apprentice, as though preparing to tell her a secret. Jenna flinched. For a moment, Elaine thought she might step backward, but Jenna forced herself to stand her ground.

      “I want…” he said softly. “…to steal your boss.”

      “Like hell,” Jenna snarled. She reached up toward a silver necklace at her chest, and Elaine’s eyes widened. She grasped quickly at her apprentice’s wrist, holding her back. Elaine wasn’t perfectly-versed in Cancer magic, but she knew that whatever that talisman was, it wouldn’t do anything pleasant.

      Liam smirked. “For the afternoon,” he clarified belatedly. The sly expression on his face suggested that he’d known exactly the reaction his words would elicit.

      “Do you mind?” Elaine demanded, glaring in his direction. “I didn’t invite you inside to start a witch’s duel, you twit!”

      Liam sighed. At the mention of her invitation, Elaine saw a flicker of mild remorse cross his face and then disappear. Faeries and their servants could and often did twist the terms of contracts to their benefit, but hospitality was still a serious matter. The extent to which you remained polite while under hospitality was a good measure of how much you respected the one who’d offered it.

      “…my apologies,” he said. It was a reluctant concession, but it was something. He glanced toward Jenna. “El is under Lord Blackfrost’s protection. If anything, it’s my duty to ensure she stays safe. You have my word: I’ll see to her protection today. Does that make you feel any better?”

      Jenna narrowed her eyes. “No,” she said flatly. But she didn’t elaborate any further, however much she clearly wanted to. She looked sideways at Elaine from behind her glasses. “You’re not seriously going with him?”

      Elaine rubbed at her forehead. “I am,” she said. “I warned you. You should lock up and head home, Jenna. I’ll just stay closed today. We can talk about finding you a different job later.”

      Jenna’s jaw tightened. Her body shivered — whether with rage or fear or both, Elaine couldn’t tell. She took one trembling step toward Liam, pressing one accusatory finger into his chest. “If you mess with her,” she said. “I swear to god, I will make you regret it.”

      Liam glanced down at the finger in his chest. Amusement flashed through his cold blue eyes. “I would love to see you make the attempt,” he told her. “Truly. But it won’t be necessary, I assure you.”

      Elaine grabbed her coat and caught Liam by the arm, before the situation could deteriorate any further. She headed for the door. “Go home, Jenna,” she emphasized, with a last look at her apprentice.

      She didn’t wait to hear a response before stepping out into the cold, dragging the warlock behind her. Liam stumbled awkwardly behind her for a moment, given their height difference, but he quickly straightened himself as they paused on the doorstep of the shop. Elaine released him long enough to tug on her coat, already shivering in the winter air.

      Liam plucked the coat from her hands, sliding it onto her arms for her. “Don’t you ever dress properly for the weather?” he muttered tightly.

      Elaine shot him a surprised look. There was a dark look on Liam’s face, but it didn’t seem directed at her.

      “I hate seeing you cold,” he had said.

      “Look who’s talking,” she retorted. “At least you put on a coat this time.” She reached out to tie his scarf for him absently. “You still look like one of those schoolboys trying to prove how little they care about the cold.”

      Liam caught her hand before she could retract it again. A reluctant smile edged across his face, and she was reminded just how warm he was, up close. “Thank you, I suppose. I didn’t realize dressing up was going to be such hard work.” He bowed his head to brush his lips over the back of her hand, and she flushed at the anachronistic gesture. “So. Where should we go? I don’t often have the chance to wander. I’d like to take advantage while I can.” He glanced up at her. “Somewhere… very different from Blackfrost, if you don’t mind.”

      Elaine curled her fingers around his before she could stop herself. She worried that her cheeks might have gone pink. “I know just the place,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      The Allan Gardens were a leisurely bus ride away. The greenhouses there were an oasis of green in the middle of winter. Elaine had spent countless hours there since her return from Blackfrost; there was nothing more comforting to her sensibilities than the feeling of being so fully surrounded by living things.

      Elaine steered them toward the southern Tropical House — as opposite a place from Blackfrost as she could imagine.

      The place was relatively quiet and uninhabited at the moment, given the hour. Elaine settled onto a bench near the waterwheel in full view of the orchids, breathing in the heady smell of soil and flowers. In the silence of the greenhouse, even the soft sound of running water was loud enough to hear.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Elaine noted Liam idly shedding his coat and rolling up his long sleeves.

      Even his chill aura was dampened somewhat by the warm, humid air within the large greenhouse. Liam tried to hide it, but Elaine saw him glance around at the place with a strange mixture of awe and longing. She understood the sentiment. Blackfrost was so utterly barren; after years in a realm like that, walking into the Tropical House had felt like worshipping at a cathedral.

      He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. Watching him was like experiencing the greenhouse for the first time all over again.

      When Liam opened his eyes again, there was a troubled look behind them. “This is beautiful, El,” he said. She heard a hesitation in his voice, though, and she frowned.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “It’s hard to explain. I can’t just… enjoy it. Some part of me wants to take it — make it mine, somehow.” He took in another deep, steadying breath. “Everything here is so delicate. One bad frost, and it would all be gone.”

      Elaine swallowed. As troubled as he seemed, the words were too familiar. They reminded her, perhaps inevitably, of the faerie lord that had trapped her. He’d wanted to own her — not in any crude, human way, but in the way of a creature of eternal winter.

      Liam rubbed his fingers against his palms. He tore the scarf absentmindedly from his neck, tossing it onto the bench next to her. He probably hadn’t even realized he was shedding layers again. Elaine made a mental note to pick it up before he left. “I’ve started to wonder if this was always who I was. Maybe it was there, deep down, and I never noticed it. I don’t know anymore. My memories don’t feel… reliable.”

      The frustration in his voice hit a familiar chord inside her. He looked so worried and alone that she found herself pushing back to her feet, reaching out to take his hand. “I know exactly how that feels,” Elaine murmured. He glanced up at her, surprised at the touch. “I don’t think that’s who you were, though, Liam.”

      His lips twisted into a wry smile. “You don’t know that,” he said. “You barely remember anything about me.”

      Elaine pursed her lips. “You’re right,” she said. “I don’t. But I do know that someone as selfish as you’re describing would never have gone so far out of his way to help me.”

      A tentative hope woke behind his eyes. Liam leaned forward to press his forehead against hers. Elaine’s breath froze in her chest. “I didn’t want you to leave,” he whispered. It sounded like a shameful admission. “Not at the end. You’re the only real friend I’ve ever had. But I… I still helped you go. That’s something, isn’t it?”

      A knot formed in her throat.

      Why did I leave him? she thought. How could I have left him there alone?

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

      Liam laughed. It was a deeply pleasant sound. “I keep forgetting what a soft touch you are.” He brushed the hair back from her face, smiling ruefully. “I made my own bed. I got myself stuck in this mess. As awful as it is, I still can’t imagine how I might have made my choices any differently. And that’s hardly your fault.”

      The knot in her throat refused to leave. Elaine tried to clear it away, glancing down. “I’m Canadian,” she said. “I default to apologies when I don’t know what else to say.”

      “You should be more careful about that,” Liam teased her. “You’ve thanked me and apologized to me, all in one day. If I were less kind, I could claim that both of those implied a debt.” His thumb traced her cheek. A shiver that had nothing to do with cold slid down her spine. Elaine blinked, bewildered.

      He was going to kiss her. She felt it in his touch. She saw it in his eyes.

      She wanted him to kiss her.

      It made no sense. It made all the sense in the world. There were great holes in her mind where he should have been, but the emotions that simmered just beneath the surface of her conscious mind had her suddenly tense, her muscles tight as a wire. In that moment, Elaine knew that she had spent more than five years waiting for that damned kiss.

      His breath whispered across her cheek. “You’re in luck. I remain a deeply magnanimous soul.”

      Liam pulled back from her, chuckling and shaking his head.

      Elaine stood there, still reeling. The revelation was an abrupt slap to the face.

      I have feelings for him. My god, I pined for him.

      Liam raised an eyebrow at her. “El?” he said. “Are you okay? I didn’t mean to rattle you.”

      Elaine let out a long breath. “I’m fine.” She was far from fine. “Maybe I’m still tired.” She tried to set aside her shock, to refocus on the matter at hand. “You said you needed your name from me. I’ve only got half of it. Where does that leave us?”

      He blinked at the abrupt change in subject — but he didn’t press her further. “I don’t know,” Liam said honestly. “I’ve never heard of anything restoring memories once Arcadia has taken them, except for returning. And we’re both agreed that you walking back into Arcadia is a bad idea.” He mulled over the subject. “I think… I still feel better. Maybe it’s the part of my name you still have. Maybe it’s just being around you again, being reminded of the past.”

      Elaine’s heart still thudded a bit too hard in her chest. “…I can keep looking into it,” she said. “In the meantime, I… I don’t mind you coming by.”

      A guarded expression shuttered his face. “You know as well as I do how dangerous that is,” Liam said.

      “I know,” Elaine admitted softly. “I still mean it.”

      Liam ran his fingers through his hair. The gesture made her want to reach out and straighten what he’d mussed. “I’m not going to say no,” he muttered. “I should say no. You’re going to regret this.”

      Elaine shot him an irritated look. “In which case,” she said. “I’ll have made my own bed.”

      Liam gave her a half-smile. “Touché,” he said. He offered out an arm then, with a gallant sort of air. “In which case… why don’t you show me some more flowers I shouldn’t touch?”

      Elaine took his arm gingerly. The nearness of him did something to her now. Maybe it always had. “It would be my pleasure.”
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      By the time they left the gardens, snow had just begun to fall again.

      The sudden cold made Elaine tug her coat more closely about herself. As she glanced at Liam, she remembered belatedly that he had strewn his own coat and scarf behind him like so many discarded autumn leaves. He stood beside her in only that shirt and jeans, his sleeves rolled up to his elbows. She laughed at the absurdity.

      “I can’t take you anywhere,” she said.

      Liam raised an eyebrow in her direction. She gave him a hint by tugging on the lapel of her coat, and he heaved a thoroughly put-upon sigh. “Fine,” he said. “If you insist.”

      He turned back for the greenhouse, disappearing inside. He returned with his coat around his shoulders and his scarf in-hand. He eyed Elaine critically for a moment, before draping the scarf around her neck. “You may as well get some use out of it,” he said.

      The knitted fabric was still warm from the greenhouse. More importantly, it smelled of sandalwood and evergreens. Elaine flushed as he wound it around her neck.

      Liam stepped back, glancing her over. An easy smile crossed his lips, and her heart did a little flip in her chest. “It looks better on you anyway,” he said.

      Elaine stifled a laugh. I very much doubt that, she thought. But she didn’t dare to say it aloud.

      Liam had been so ethereal in the moonlight the evening before that she hadn’t thought he could be any more unearthly, any more outlandishly beautiful — but now he walked beside her in the falling snow with that purely contented smile on his face, and it was the most affecting thing she’d ever seen before.

      A soft ping sounded from her pocket, breaking through her thoughts. A subtle sense of dread came with it. Elaine took a short breath before digging it out.

      The dread briefly lessened when she saw it was from Jenna. But the message didn’t do much for her mood.

      Adam came by. Told him to scram, but he’s hanging around outside. You want to stay at my place tonight?

      Elaine felt her posture tighten. Liam glanced toward her, his eyes sharpening on her manner. “Problem?” he asked.

      “Nothing I can’t handle,” Elaine replied.

      I told you to go home, she texted back.

      A little shrugging emoticon was her only reply.

      “What are you, a teenager?” Elaine muttered darkly. She shoved her phone back into her pocket.

      Liam didn’t bother to hide a grin. “Trouble with the kid?” he asked.

      “Trouble with my apprentice,” Elaine corrected him. “And she’s well into her twenties. Not that she acts like it.”

      “You know I adore you, El,” he said. “But you don’t strike me as the mentoring sort. Why take an apprentice?”

      The open affection caught her off-guard for a moment. Elaine did her best to move quickly past it, though. Just a turn of phrase, she thought. “I didn’t exactly advertise for one. Jenna’s uncle is an old friend, though. He helped me get back on my feet when I came back. He said his niece needed a mentor and a safe haven, so I took her on as a favor.” She frowned. “She’s originally from New York, I think. Something bad happened there. I’ve tried not to pry. Whatever it was, it had to be unpleasant, considering she moved to a brand new country to get away.”

      Liam considered that. “She seems loyal,” he said. “I can’t remember the last time someone dared to stick a finger in my chest.”

      “She’s also stubborn and apparently hard of hearing,” Elaine groused. She glanced his way carefully, thinking on the issue that might still be waiting for her at home. “If you’re planning on heading back to Arcadia, there’s a Hidden Path near the gardens. You don’t need to see me all the way back.”

      Liam arched an eyebrow. “Was that supposed to be a subtle hint?” he asked.

      Elaine pressed her lips together. “Maybe not so subtle,” she admitted. “I have some business I need to handle.”

      Liam shook his head. “I won’t stick my nose into it,” he said. “But I’d rather see you to the door, at least. I did tell your stubborn little witch that I’d protect you today. I try not to go back on my word.”

      Elaine sighed. Jenna strikes again, she thought. “All right,” she said. “Make me a promise too. Swear that you won’t get involved in any personal matters of mine tonight.”

      Liam narrowed his eyes suspiciously now. “Are you expecting trouble?” he asked.

      Elaine turned and poked him in the chest, in about the same spot that Jenna had done. “Promise,” she said. “This is important to me.”

      Liam sighed heavily. “Fine,” he said. “So long as it doesn’t concern your physical safety, I will not involve myself in your personal matters tonight. You have my word.”

      Elaine let out a breath. “Thank you,” she told him. “I appreciate that.”

      He pressed his fingers to his forehead, and she belatedly remembered that he’d told her not to say those words anymore. “Sorry—” She cringed, and cut herself off. Not that word either.

      “You are hopeless,” Liam muttered despairingly. He offered out his arm again. “Please, let me take you home before you give your soul away to someone.”
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        * * *

      

      The sky was already darkening by the time they reached Elaine’s street. The more it did, the more Liam’s presence subtly changed. In daylight, he had seemed boyish, charming — she had almost managed to convince herself that he wasn’t dangerous at all. But as the gloom closed in around them, his power became that much harder to ignore. He was still beautiful in form — painfully so, in fact — but there was now a subtle, sinister edge to that beauty that reminded her of the realm from which he drew his magic.

      That feeling made her doubly relieved that she’d extracted her promise from him.

      No one was outside the shop as they approached it. The lights were off; Jenna had clearly left. For a moment, as Elaine headed up toward the door, she dared to hope that Adam had gone home after all — but she became aware of him stepping out of the café two doors down.

      She’d been almost certain she was going to have to have this conversation. Adam had never been good at leaving things be; to him, problems were meant to be thought around, not accepted. A no one day just told him he needed to try a different approach the next day. Elaine had spent most of her time on the way here trying to decide how she was going to handle him — but somehow, all of that preparation utterly fled her in the moment. She pulled out her keys, unlocking the door, already thinking about the possibility of escape.

      Liam leaned himself back against the wall next to the door, considering the snowfall that was quickly turning into a full-on blizzard. There was something unnerving about the way the shadows clung to him now, which perhaps explained why Adam didn’t immediately seem to see him.

      Adam headed toward her purposefully. “Elaine,” he started. There was a stern confidence in his voice that suggested this was going to be a long, protracted battle.

      “You need to leave,” Elaine told him.

      Adam gave her an impatient look. “I just want to talk, Elaine,” he said. His tone made it clear just how unreasonable he thought she was being. “Are you really going to cut me off and pretend I don’t exist? That quickly?”

      “No,” Elaine told him, more coolly than she felt. “I waited until after the tenth text message to do that.”

      “We both left upset the other night,” Adam said, as though he hadn’t heard her. “But we shouldn’t make any final decisions in the heat of the moment like that.”

      Elaine turned around incredulously. “We?” she repeated.

      God, she was starting to hate that word.

      “We, yes!” Adam said impatiently. “Am I imagining things, Elaine? Was I dating myself this whole time, and I somehow didn’t notice?”

      Elaine was keenly, uncomfortably aware that Liam had fixed his cold gaze on the man behind her. A deep shame rose up inside her chest, knowing that he was there. The embarrassment was even more poignant because it was so unexpected. She had known that dealing with Adam would be draining and upsetting… but the idea that Liam might lose what respect he had for her in the process suddenly terrified her.

      I’m not going to lose my composure, she promised herself. Whatever else happens, I am not going to cry.

      “You’re free to change your mind any time, El,” Liam said calmly. The temperature had dropped a few degrees further in his immediate vicinity.

      Adam came up short, surprised. He turned to look at the man who’d been listening in. “Excuse me?” he said. “And just who are you?”

      Liam kept his eyes fixed on Elaine. He didn’t react to Adam’s question — in fact, for all intents and purposes, he seemed to be acting as though the other man didn’t exist. “I haven’t involved myself,” Liam told her. “But that doesn’t mean someone else might not involve me.” A frigid cold burned behind his eyes. “You’ve left me a hundred loopholes. You have no idea the effort I’m currently expending to avoid walking through them.”

      “Elaine,” Adam demanded. “Who the hell is this?”

      Elaine swallowed. The situation had begun to slip away from her control. “He’s an old friend,” she said. “Leave him out of this, please.”

      Adam’s gaze swept over Liam, taking in his presence more fully. His expression darkened. “I see what’s going on here,” he said quietly.

      Elaine flinched. “I really don’t think you do,” she warned him. But Adam had fixed upon an idea, and he wasn’t listening to her, as usual.

      “You’re cheating on me,” Adam said coldly. “That’s why you broke up with me. It had nothing to do with your shop, or me not listening to you enough, or… it was all an excuse. I’ve been trying to figure out how to fix us, and the whole time, you were just trying to get rid of me.”

      Elaine blinked. The words felt so much like a slap to the face that she wavered on her feet for a second, stunned.

      “That is… incredibly untrue,” she managed. “And I… I want you to leave. I’m not going to say that again.”

      She shook her head, dazed, and turned for the door again. Her fingers trembled on the keys, so that she had trouble fitting the right one into the lock. She wasn’t entirely sure whether the shaking came from her adrenaline or whether it came from the near-arctic cold that had kicked up around her. Fingers of hoarfrost had begun to thread their way up the glass of the door in front of her.

      Adam grabbed at her arm, jerking her away from the door. “I am not done talking to you!” he said. “You think you can two-time me and then just ignore me, as though nothing happened?”

      Elaine tugged at his fingers, trying to peel them back from her arm. “Would you let me go, that hurts—”

      The words had barely made it out of her mouth before she realized what a mistake they were.

      So long as it doesn’t concern your physical safety, Liam had promised.

      Adam’s grip on her arm disappeared. Liam had hauled him away by the back of the collar with a frightening, uncanny strength. His blue eyes blazed with fury. As he shoved the mortal man in his grip into the wall in front of them, hungry shadows shivered across his figure, barely held in check.

      “What a pathetic little specimen you are,” Liam hissed. The quiet, uneasy power that had surrounded him before had flared abruptly into a bone-deep chill the likes of which Elaine had only felt before in Arcadia. A heavy, terrible dread settled into the air about him. The long, dark shadow she’d briefly glimpsed with her Witchsight now wound visibly about him like a coiled serpent, preparing to strike.

      And he was still beautiful. Liam was, in that moment, the most breathtaking, the most fearsome thing that Elaine had ever seen.

      Elaine’s mind blanked. Her muscles went slack. That alien dread wasn’t meant for her, but it didn’t matter. Feeling it near her was enough to remind her of stone trees, icy branches, deep despair. She had known intellectually that Liam was a warlock of Blackfrost. But now he stood before her in the fullness of that dark glory, plucking at old terrors in her soul.

      Adam tried to speak, but his mouth moved soundlessly. His mind was having trouble comprehending what he saw.

      “I knew a man like you,” Liam told him, his voice deceptively soft. “I know that… smug, self-entitled look. I couldn’t hurt him, but you’re a different matter, aren’t you?”

      It took every ounce of Elaine’s strength to speak. “Liam.” His name came out hoarsely, barely a whisper. But she felt the way it clung to his soul, demanding his attention.

      The shadows flickered. The cold wavered. Elaine saw as Liam closed his eyes, forcibly restraining that awful power once again. Slowly — very slowly — it folded back in upon him.

      Liam opened his eyes again. “You will never bother this woman again,” he said, with calm deliberation. “From now on, as far as you’re concerned, the two of you are strangers.” He narrowed his eyes. “Swear it.”

      Adam made a strangled noise in the back of his throat.

      Liam leaned in toward him. “Use your words,” he hissed.

      “Promise,” Adam choked out. “I promise.”

      Slowly — very slowly — Liam released him. He shoved the other man away from the wall, back toward the street. “Leave,” Liam said, in a more subdued voice. “And pray we never meet again.”

      Pale, wide-eyed, and shaking, Adam scrambled for his feet. He took off running, in the way that only a mortal confronted by the unknown could manage.

      Liam didn’t look at her. She saw in his posture the same awful shame she’d felt herself, just moments prior.

      We’ve seen each other truthfully for the first time, she thought hollowly. Everyone has something ugly underneath the surface.

      Elaine realized she had wound her hands nervously through the scarf around her neck, clinging to it for comfort. There were tears frozen on her cheeks.

      “This was a bad idea, El,” Liam said hoarsely. “I can’t be here. I can’t be around you—”

      “No.” The word burst out of her before the thought had even finished crossing her mind. Elaine forced herself to reach out and touch him, threading her fingers into his coat.

      What am I doing? He’s right, I can’t handle this, what he carries terrifies me—

      But that was the point, wasn’t it? Elaine had escaped Blackfrost due to Liam’s intervention. And instead of finding a way to save him in turn, she had abandoned him to it.

      If he left like this, drowning in shame and despair, she knew that she would never see him again. Liam would lose what remained of himself, and all of it would be her fault.

      “Please,” she said. “I need you to stay.”

      Elaine saw the capitulation in his eyes, as she used the word need. It was a low blow. Some part of her had known he wouldn’t be able to deny her if she said it. But it wasn’t entirely the wrong word to use.

      Liam curled his arm hesitantly around her shoulders. He leaned down to press his forehead to her hair. She felt him trembling, forcing himself to come to terms with the dark impulses that still whispered inside him.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he said. For the first time, she heard his voice choke. “What if I become him, El? How can I hate him so much and still turn into him?”

      “You won’t hurt me,” Elaine said. She believed the words, even now. “And… I won’t let this overcome you. I’ll figure something out, Liam.” She hesitated. “Please, just… come inside. I’ll make some tea, and we can both calm down.”
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        * * *

      

      Elaine had intended to set on the kettle upstairs. But halfway to the stove, she caught sight of a small figure huddled up on the couch. She diverted her course with a frown.

      Jenna hadn’t left the shop after all, Elaine realized. Her apprentice had come upstairs to wait up for her return. Even in the darkness of the loft, though, Elaine could tell there was something wrong with her. Jenna’s face was flushed. Her skin was damp, and her breathing came shallow in her sleep.

      Elaine grimaced, and reached down to brush the hair away from her face. “Moron,” she said softly.

      Liam glanced her way from the kitchen table. “What is it?” he asked. His tone was even again, though she knew he still had to be upset.

      “It’s Jenna. And it’s… complicated.” Elaine sighed, nudging her apprentice gently awake. Jenna let out a soft groan, and her eyes slitted open. There was an unmistakable glaze to them that Elaine recognized well.

      “Hey,” Jenna mumbled. “Faeries didn’t eat you?”

      Whatever minor irritation Elaine had been carrying dissolved away. It was hard to stay upset with someone who sounded so pathetic.

      “If any of them got in a nibble, it was so discreet I didn’t notice,” Elaine replied wryly. “You’re having a sick day? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Jenna rolled her eyes and slowly leveraged herself up to a sitting position. “If I took off work every time I had a flare-up, I’d be an invalid,” she said. “You let me decide what’s important enough to stay home for, huh?”

      “What’s wrong with her magic?” Liam’s voice made Elaine jump. He’d somehow moved behind her without making a sound.

      Jenna stiffened. Her hazel eyes narrowed in his direction. “You invited him in again?” she said.

      “You let me decide who I invite inside,” Elaine retorted. “I warned you to leave. If you want to stick around, you’ll have to deal with it. And be polite.”

      Jenna quieted at that. There was a deep unease in her posture that Elaine had begun to suspect was personal in nature. She looked away from Liam. “I got my magic too early in life,” she said shortly. “Or… something. It messes with my body sometimes. Kind of like a magical auto-immune disease.”

      Liam contemplated that for a second. “I could siphon some of it off if you wanted,” he said.

      Jenna’s jaw clenched. Elaine saw her bite back a knee-jerk response. “I try not to accept helpful offers from anything Arcadian,” she replied.

      Elaine expected Liam to take offence, but he nodded slowly. “That’s not a bad rule,” he said. “I just thought I’d put it on the table.”

      Jenna snorted, but she didn’t pursue the matter further. She leaned heavily into the couch arm. “While we’re all in a chatty mood, maybe you can tell me why he’s hanging around, Lainey.”

      Elaine chewed at her lip. She glanced toward Liam, who shrugged uncomfortably. Your choice, the gesture seemed to say.

      “…I spent a while in Arcadia,” Elaine said, after a bit of thought. “When I came back, I forgot something important that Liam needs.”

      Jenna closed her eyes. An exhausted resignation flickered across her face. “Well, there’s an easy fix for that,” she said. “Didn’t you say scrying goes backward and forward?”

      Elaine frowned. “Divination is one of your specialities,” she said slowly. “Not mine.”

      “Yeah,” Jenna said. “I know.” The words clearly cost her something to say.

      Elaine sighed. “I appreciate the offer. A lot. But I’ve never heard of anyone looking past the Arcadian veil before. I imagine it would take a lot of skill and power, Jenna. You’re a natural, I’ll admit, but it’s still a very tall order.”

      Jenna opened her eyes again. The fever in them gave her a dazed expression, on top of the stubborn set of her jaw. “You’re nitpicking,” she said. “It doesn’t cost anything to try. You want me to stay out of your business, Lainey. I get it. But I’m not going to stay out of it. I’ve got a metric shit-ton of psychological baggage that won’t let me. I’ve lost more than one person to Arcadia already. I’m not losing you too.” She rubbed at her face. “See? Admitting stuff is good for you. You should try it sometime.”

      Elaine let out her breath slowly. She wasn’t sure whether she wanted to break down crying or strangle her apprentice. Maybe both. “You’re in no condition right now,” she said. “Come on. You can use the bed.”

      Jenna rolled her eyes. “I’m not kicking you out of your own bed,” she said. “I’ll grab a cab home.” She shot a dark look at Liam. “I’ll get you what you want when my magic’s back to normal… as long as nothing bad happens to her.”

      Liam didn’t reply… but as he turned away from Jenna, Elaine saw the unease in his expression.

      Jenna’s words were still clearly bothering Liam, even after Elaine bundled her apprentice up into a cab. He hesitated on the threshold of the shop, and she knew he was thinking about leaving again.

      Elaine took his arm. “Come on,” she said. “I want to show you something.”
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      The greenhouse on the roof was no Allan Gardens, but then, it didn’t need to be — it was Elaine’s personal refuge, and it was enough to know that she had raised everything inside it with her own two hands. At the moment, the planters were primarily full of roses and poinsettias, to supply the holiday season.

      The snow was still falling outside, though it melted as it hit the glass. The inside was artificially heated at night, which made Elaine’s cardigan more than sufficient to keep her warm.

      Liam raised an eyebrow at her as she closed the door behind them. “I thought you didn’t want me wilting your flowers,” he said.

      Elaine shot him a smile. “The cut flowers are one thing,” she said. “But as long as they’re still alive and growing, my plants tend to be resilient.”

      His face turned thoughtful at that. “They’re about as stubborn as you are, then.” His cold blue eyes flickered over toward her. “All of these are yours?”

      Elaine closed her eyes, breathing in the scent of her greenhouse. More than the shop or even the loft, this was home. “All mine,” she said. She opened her eyes again, and found him looking at her strangely. “What?”

      Liam shook his head slowly. “It’s such a contrast seeing you here, away from Blackfrost. I sometimes feel like I’m talking to a different person entirely.” He paused. “That’s a good thing. I don’t mean anything offensive by it.”

      Elaine forced herself to meet his eyes. She’d started subconsciously shying away from doing that, she realized, since that moment when she’d thought he was going to kiss her.

      “I am a different person,” she said. “I have a home again. I have… all of this.” She hesitated. “I don’t remember much from Arcadia. But I know what I missed while I was there. I thought you should see what you gave me back.”

      Liam had been carrying a visible tension in his posture since his run-in with Adam. But just a little bit of that tension relaxed at the words. He managed a soft smile. “That… relieves me, somewhat,” he admitted. “Thank you.”

      Elaine bit at her lip, bemused. Thank you implies a debt. A moment later, Liam seemed to realize his mistake. He laughed and shook his head. “Trapped in my own net,” he murmured.

      He took a step forward, closing the distance between them. His thumb brushed across her cheek. “Ah, well. You strike me as a kind taskmaster.” His eyes looked down into hers. There was a dark, languid intensity to his gaze. The shadows in the greenhouse shivered around him. “I should pay for my misstep,” he teased softly. “Is there something you want from me, El?”

      Elaine froze, her breath caught in her throat.

      His heat was so close. The scent of him was overwhelming. The tickle of his thumb against her skin made her want to melt, even in the chill air.

      “A kiss,” she whispered. The words slipped out before she could stop herself.

      Liam blinked. The teasing air fell away from him, replaced with utter shock. Her heart froze in her chest. Oh god. Oh god, why did I say that? What on earth made me say that—

      Liam’s eyes darkened. His other hand snaked around her waist, tugging her sharply forward. He dipped his head down to brush his mouth over hers — lightly, so carefully that his lips barely touched hers. The simple contact stole her breath instantly. A shiver shuddered through her body. His warmth, his soft cotton shirt, his muscled arms, all hit her senses at once. Liam’s scent was clean and exhilarating, threaded with sandalwood — as though he’d just stepped in from the outdoors. The combination made her light-headed, and a faint, surprised whimper of approval slipped out between her lips before she could stop herself.

      Liam didn’t miss the sound. His grip tightened, and he hardened the kiss, cutting off her whimper. His hot tongue flicked out over Elaine’s lips, and she parted them with a gasp, allowing him access. He deepened the kiss, reaching up to weave his strong fingers through her hair. He tugged there, so that he could angle her mouth against his. He tasted sharp and intoxicating — much, much too real to be a dream.

      Elaine already had her hands in his hair, urging him closer. His hair was just as soft as it looked, and every bit as satisfying to touch as she’d imagined. As Liam’s fingers tightened on her hip, she wound her arms around him, desperate to have him closer, to fit him into the cold, empty spot that he should have filled five years ago.

      She had wanted this, needed this. Some part of her had been dreaming of it from the very beginning. The moment Liam had pressed his lips to hers, some awful, leaden misery had lifted from her shoulders. Her body reeled from the sudden lightness, and Elaine felt herself release a sigh of pure relief.

      Liam responded to her touch, relaxing into it; he closed his eyes, and Elaine saw a flicker of the same bone-deep relief flicker across his face. He’d had the same craving, the same need for her that she’d had for him this whole time.

      He opened his eyes again, and Elaine found herself caught. There was no mask of indifference hooding them now, no playfulness or sly amusement. Liam looked at her with a dark, possessive passion. He pulled a single breath away from her, dragging his teeth one last time along her lower lip.

      “That… that was a terrible idea,” Liam whispered. He seemed to be talking more to himself than to her… but his fingers dug into her hip as he said the words, holding her in place against him.

      Elaine stared at him, lightheaded. Her heart was pounding. Her skin was hot, her breathing short. It was so hard to think, with his heat burning against her, his eyes looking down at her with such pure hunger.

      For five years, she had searched for something she couldn’t remember, aching for a dream. But even asleep, she had only ever yearned to hear his voice one more time, to feel him touch her again, to bury herself in his warmth. She had never dared to think that he might look at her the way that he did right now.

      Liam’s hand tightened in her hair. Those icy eyes burned into her, possessive. “I want you,” he whispered. “So much. But I want to own you too, El. I can’t separate the two. I'm going to hurt you.”

      He was right. It was a terrible idea. Elaine knew that. But her body was hot, her mind spinning, her heart in her throat. With that kiss, Liam had reached inside her and stolen a piece of her soul.

      Or maybe he’d given her back a piece that she’d been missing.

      “I don’t care,” she breathed. “Own me. Just for tonight.”

      The words sent a shudder through him. Liam yanked her mouth back to his, hot and demanding. His hand pressed into her lower back, molding her body against his.

      Elaine moaned into his mouth. She didn’t bother to try and hide it this time. She closed her fingers on his shirt, twisting them in the fabric. Liam surged forward, pinning her against the glass of the greenhouse. His long fingers unbuttoned her cardigan, and he slid his hands inside. The heat from his palms soaked right through her shirt, like a brand on her skin.

      His lips curved up against hers. “Should I give you a moment to find protection?” There was a tease in his voice. He knew she was just as tightly wound as he was.

      Elaine huffed at him. “I did not put on that little black dress without birth control,” she told him.

      “I should have peeled that dress off you before,” Liam growled. He bit down on her lower lip, and Elaine gasped. He took advantage of her parted lips to slide his tongue against hers, claiming her mouth once again with his own.

      His hand skimmed over her breast, and she lost the last of her self-control. Elaine arched into his touch, winding her arms around him. She shifted to lift her leg around his waist, but her skirt tugged tight, restricting her movement. The frustration was momentary, and easily forgotten. Liam curled the material of her skirt in his hand, hiking it up above her hip until his fingers touched the heated skin of her thigh. Cold air slid across her skin, but Liam’s warm hand skimmed upward and she couldn’t bring herself to care. He tugged her leg tightly around his waist.

      There was no coming back from this, she knew. Neither of them had the strength to stop. The thought should have scared her, but it thrilled her instead.

      Liam paused to take a shuddering breath. Elaine found herself enraptured at the sight of him. In daylight, Liam had seemed boyish, charming — she had almost managed to convince herself that he wasn’t dangerous at all. But in the coldest, darkest part of night, his power became that much harder to ignore. He was still beautiful in form — painfully so, in fact — but there was now a subtle, sinister edge to that beauty. He was at once both frighteningly lethal and unbearably enticing. The darkness invigorated him, adding a wicked edge to everything he did.

      Elaine could have physically removed herself from his embrace, she knew — but she felt inextricably caught, all the same. There was a fey, unearthly light to his eyes, and an undeniable possessiveness to the way that he touched her.

      She should have been terrified. But oh, god, she wanted him to touch her more.

      Liam smiled slowly, inches away from her. The expression made her knees weak — especially as he rubbed his thumb across the nipple that currently strained against her bra, beneath her blouse. “You have no idea… the things I’m going to do to you, El,” he promised, in a low, dark voice.

      Elaine met his eyes, breathless. His cock strained against his jeans, pressed directly against her dampening panties. The heat that suffused her, the sheer, wild desire, was like nothing she’d ever felt before. “Please,” she managed. “Show me.”

      Liam’s lips descended to her jaw, trailing feather-light to her neck. The raw, desperate hunger on his features hadn’t dimmed at all — but he had her pinned, aching, willing, and he knew it. His touch became light, sensual. His lips teased at her skin, leaving behind the lingering heat of his breath.

      Elaine let her head fall back, eagerly offering herself to his lips. She slid her hands up his shirt, savoring the scorching heat of his skin. At her touch, the muscles of his stomach tightened, and he hissed in his breath. His teeth nipped at her neck, hard enough that she knew it would leave a mark. The hint of pain mixed with the delirious pleasure of his body against hers, heightening every little sensation. Elaine let out a surprised, approving whimper, and his teeth grazed her skin again.

      Liam paused suddenly, though, and she blinked, struggling through the haze to figure out what had caught his attention.

      His eyes were fixed on the lacy red bra strap that currently peeked out from the loose collar of her blouse. His body coiled against her hand, and he hissed in his breath. “Is that what I think it is?” he murmured.

      Elaine flushed, faint and dizzy from his touch. “I just… it was near the bed this morning,” she managed. “It was the easiest thing to put on.” She’d been expecting to wear a cardigan all day; certainly, she hadn’t been intending to seduce anyone in her worn-in blouse and her oldest, most comfortable skirt.

      Liam’s fingers trailed over the heated skin of her shoulder; he slid one fingertip beneath the bra strap, tugging at it lightly. “It seems I’ll get to peel something off you after all,” he said slyly. He demonstrated in that moment, sliding the bra strap slowly down her shoulder, pulling the edge of her blouse with it. His fingers worked at the buttons of her shirt, flicking them open one by one to reveal the red lace beneath.

      His lips descended after his fingers, grazing the swell of her breast — dipping down to the line of her bra. Elaine threw her arms around his neck to steady herself, but she needn’t have bothered: his grip on her leg held firm. The tip of his hot tongue flicked beneath the edge of that lace, grazing the nipple that ached beneath.

      Elaine let out a strangled gasp. More, more, more, her pulse demanded, while her mind desperately tried to catch up. Liam slid down the other strap of her bra, tugging her blouse open to fully expose her. Elaine caught her breath long enough to reach out for his shirt again, twisting it upward from the hem. Liam pulled it impatiently over his head, revealing the hard plane of his chest. The sight of his bare skin, pale and perfect, made Elaine lean forward to press her lips to his collarbone.

      He smelled of cold, of the outside, but he burned beneath her mouth, with a fevered desire. Liam let out a soft groan, and she thrilled at the revelation of her effect on him. He tightened his grip on her thigh and tugged her leg more tightly around him, pushing up the rest of her skirt with his other hand. Elaine thought for a moment that she’d taken the upper-hand… until he pressed the tip of his finger lightly against her drenched panties.

      Elaine cried out against his chest. It was a loud, desperate sound — nothing like it had ever escaped her throat before in her life. Liam dragged his finger gently across the wet fabric that covered her slit. Elaine buried her face in the crook of his neck, trembling with raw need.

      “Look at me,” he breathed, next to her ear. It was a command, but it was just as enticing as it was demanding. Elaine forced herself to lift her head to meet his eyes.

      That dark possession was back, burning in his expression. Cold blue eyes held hers, deliberate, as he slid aside the fabric of her panties to stroke the slit beneath. Elaine moaned at his touch, closing her eyes — but he tugged his finger back, and she forced herself to look at him again, knowing it was what he wanted.

      “Tell me you’re mine,” he whispered, as his finger teased along her edges again. “Make me believe it.”

      Elaine shuddered, caught in the intensity of that gaze. The tone in his voice, the look on his face — she knew it was the dark rapture of that power he carried, the impulses he had worked so hard so far to bury in her presence.

      But for tonight, she had promised, he wouldn’t have to hide it.

      “Please,” she begged. “Liam. I’m yours. Please.”

      His eyes flashed cold. The tip of his finger slid inside her. She moaned loudly, begging again with her voice.

      “I could have kept you,” he whispered. “I could have forced you to stay with me. After you left, I thought of how warm you were, so many times in the dark…” She heard the lingering shreds of shame beneath his voice. Her heart twisted in her chest, even as her body trembled at his teasing.

      “I dreamed of you,” she told him. Her voice quavered on the words. “I couldn’t remember you, but I wanted you.”

      The admission struck at something inside him. The darkness inside him ebbed, just for a moment. Still, he slid one finger fully inside her, deep and satisfying. Elaine cried out, leaning her head back against the glass behind her.

      “God, you’re beautiful,” he managed hoarsely. “You’re here. You’re real, and so…” His thumb rubbed against her clit, and she choked on a sob of pleasure.

      “Please,” she begged again. “I want you, Liam.”

      The sound of his name hit that same place, deep inside him. His lips came down on hers, hard and desperate. He tugged his finger free, and she whimpered into his mouth. But a second later, she heard the snap of his jeans, and felt the full, naked length of his erection against her.

      Slowly, he pressed the tip of himself inside her. She gasped and squirmed, startled at the unexpected size of him — hungry for more. She was already so slick with need that his cock slid inside her easily, even as it stretched her out.

      Then, he was fully inside her, and she couldn’t think of anything at all.

      He groaned, long and low. The sound shivered through her, spiralling through her blood. Elaine closed her eyes, savoring the feeling. It was completion. An empty loss she hadn’t been aware that she was carrying lifted from her shoulders, chased away by the certainty of him here, now, inside her.

      He moved, then, and stars burst behind her eyes. As he shifted inside her, taking her with another long stroke, she realized that it wasn’t her climax — it was just the sheer pleasure of him, the delirium of having him. That pleasure built with every gasp, every slick inch of him, in and out, until the white-hot crescendo of it burned away her last rational thoughts. She cried out in ecstasy, clinging to him like a lifeline as her body took her to greater heights than she’d thought possible, arching toward a peak she’d never seen before.

      Finally, he took her to the hilt, and it all gave way. Elaine shattered utterly, sobbing out his name. That impossible pleasure shuddered through her like a fever freshly-broken, washing her away and leaving behind it a shivering, senseless wreck.

      He went over the edge after her, his moan hot against her ear, his fingers digging into her thighs where he’d angled her up against him. His cock twitched inside her, and a delicious heat spilled into her, warm against the fever that had taken her.

      His arms closed around her, holding her against his chest. Elaine realized, very dimly, that she had collapsed against him.

      “Oh,” she breathed, her mind still stubbornly stupefied. “Oh god. That was…”

      “Too much?” he breathed. There was a wicked smile in his voice. “Too bad. You said tonight, El. I still own you until sunrise.” He leaned forward to brush his lips behind her ear. “You may need to lie down for this.”
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      Cold, dark, endless. No moon, no stars. She was never going to see the sun again.

      But warm arms held her close. The comforting scent of sandalwood and evergreen surrounded her. And for just a little bit, she was unafraid.

      For just a little bit, perhaps, she was even content.
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        * * *

      

      Elaine slept late, and without nightmares, for the first time in years.

      She woke up in a blissful haze. Her body was sore, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. The air in the room was as cold as winter, but the temperature underneath her blankets was deliciously warm. A strong, male arm still curled around her waist, holding her close against the hard, naked body behind her.

      Liam’s scent surrounded her, mixed with an unmistakable hint of sex. Just the nearness of him overwhelmed her now with a heady dizziness. As surreal as it now felt to look back on it, last night had been much better than any hazy dream.

      Elaine let out a delighted sigh and wiggled to nestle herself more firmly against him. As her bottom settled against his cock, she felt him harden instantly against her.

      He groaned into her ear — it was a low, masculine sound that shot straight past her brain and down between her legs. Liam pulled her hips back against him, grinding against her from behind. “I was going to be merciful and let you sleep in,” he growled. “You are severely testing the limits of my generosity.”

      Elaine laughed. She couldn’t help herself. For some reason, waking up with Liam felt so perfect, so normal. It was anything but normal, of course. At some point, she knew, there would be a price to pay. But just for now, she let all those silly romantic longings rush back to her, and she didn’t push them away.

      Elaine turned in his arms, sliding her leg up along his hip. Liam’s dark hair was attractively tousled; his unearthly blue eyes were languid and relaxed. But there was an odd light in those eyes as he considered Elaine, and he was looking at her with a curious tenderness. He reached out to brush his fingertips along her cheek.

      “I think that’s the first time you’ve ever laughed around me,” Liam said softly. “In a way that you meant, anyway.”

      Elaine swallowed, caught by his gaze. The words melted the last bit of ice she’d tried to keep around her heart. “Oh,” she said softly, unable to manage much of anything else.

      Liam pulled her in for a long, leisurely kiss. Elaine moaned appreciatively, and he began to slide his hand down between her thighs, a smirk tugging at the edges of his lips.

      She stopped him after a moment, though, knitting her brows. Something’s wrong. What am I noticing that’s wrong?

      “El?” he asked. Concern flickered in his voice.

      “You’re too warm,” Elaine said suddenly. She reached a hand up to his brow. His body heat against her had already been intense… but his forehead was searing. “Are you all right?”

      Liam pulled her hand slowly away from his forehead. His cool blue eyes were glazed over, but Elaine saw him trying to calculate a response anyway. He twined his fingers through hers. “I’ve been away from Blackfrost for a while,” he said finally. “I took every opportunity I could find to look for you. I might be… starting to stretch things a bit.”

      Elaine grimaced. “Just leaving shouldn’t be enough to hurt you. Unless…” She flattened her lips. “Blackfrost is tugging your chain, isn’t he?”

      Liam stayed silent.

      “Why didn’t you say something?” Elaine demanded. “I wouldn’t have forced you to stay if—”

      “You didn’t force me to do anything,” Liam cut her off. He rolled her beneath him, pressing her into the sheets. His eyes met hers, burning with a strange light. “I want to be here. I want to stay here. I’m halfway tempted to see how long I can manage it.”

      The words elicited an awful combination of horror and delight in her. Elaine twined her arms around him, shaking her head. “Don’t,” she begged. “Please. I’m going to figure things out with Jenna. I’ll find the rest of your name, and…”

      “And I’ll still be exactly who I am,” Liam told her. “Maybe more myself. But no more free to live the life I want.”

      Elaine dug her fingers into his back. Tears pricked at her eyes. “Please don’t say these things,” she whispered. “I’ll find some way. I’ll… I’ll buy your contract. You said yourself, Lord Blackfrost owes me a debt. If that’s not enough, I… I’ll find something he wants, something he can’t refuse.”

      Liam pulled away from her abruptly. He settled himself on the edge of the bed, burying his face in his hands with a helpless laugh. “God, El,” he mumbled. “What is wrong with you?”

      She flinched as the words dug under her skin. He’s not feeling well. It’s not his fault.

      “You really want to tempt fate with a faerie lord again?” Liam demanded. “With Lord Blackfrost, out of all of them? Do you remember what it’s like to be without sunlight? To be cold all the time?” He shoved to his feet, snatching up stray pieces of clothing with shaking fingers. “You can’t get involved with me without also tangling yourself up with Blackfrost. And I can’t… I can’t do that to you.”

      Liam wavered on his feet, grasping for purchase against her dresser. Elaine stumbled out of bed, just in time to catch him heavily in her arms. Outside of the covers, his fever was even more apparent. She struggled to help him back toward the bed.

      Her heart thudded sickly in her chest. Anger and fear and worry tied themselves into knots inside her. “You want to know what’s wrong with me?” she asked tightly. “I’ll tell you.”

      Liam turned his head weakly, but she forced his eyes back to hers with a hand on his chin.

      “For five years, I have felt empty and guilty and miserable for no good reason,” she told him, her voice thick. “I have known on some level that I don’t deserve to be happy, because I left you behind. And I will be damned if I spend the rest of my life still feeling that way. And I—”

      She cut herself off, unable to finish. I think I’ve always been in love with you. The words stuck in her throat. If she said them, she would have to face them, and she wasn’t ready to do that yet.

      Liam breathed in slowly. A pained look flickered across his face. “I’m going to be poison to you, El,” he said.

      “Maybe I want to be poisoned,” she told him. She leaned down to press her forehead to his. “You have to go back. Not forever, all right? You just… come back as soon as you can. Somehow, I’ll find the other half of your name by then.”

      Liam tugged her onto the bed with him, wrapping her up in his arms. He pressed his lips to her hair with a shiver. “I’ll think of you every second I’m there,” he whispered.

      Elaine swallowed hard. “Me too,” she told him softly.
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        * * *

      

      Long after Liam had departed into the fresh morning snow, Elaine found herself sitting by the window of her loft, staring at the little flakes that drifted past.

      His words echoed back in her head, over and over. What is wrong with you?

      Jenna would have said the same thing, she was sure. But the hole in her chest was back, more prominent than ever, and the answer kept coming back to her.

      I love him. That’s what’s wrong with me.

      It didn’t matter that the memories of him were gone. The ache, the certainty, the desperate need for him remained.

      The idea of Liam walking back into cold, dark Blackfrost, worlds away from her, made her want to cry.

      It also infuriated her.

      Blackfrost keeps taking things from me, she thought. It doesn’t matter how many times Lord Blackfrost’s mantle changes hands… that realm will always find a way to hurt me.

      Elaine’s thoughts were cut short as she caught a hint of movement in the snow.

      A tall, willowy man, bundled for the weather, had passed by the shop three times now, she was sure of it. His long black coat obscured much of him, but his wireframe glasses and his short, messy white-blond hair stuck out over the green knitted scarf that covered his mouth.

      Even as Elaine watched, the man hesitated at the end of the sidewalk and doubled back once again.

      A sharp jolt went through her. He’s looking for the shop. He can’t see it through the wards, but he knows it’s here somewhere.

      That meant he was something supernatural… and utterly unwelcome.

      “Go away,” Elaine muttered at him. “I’m not letting you in.”

      The blond-haired man glanced around again, blissfully unaware of her surveillance. A moment later, she thought she saw him sneeze.

      How long it took, exactly, she wasn’t sure — but eventually, the man outside her shop gave up the fight, and headed into the nearby cafe for a warm drink.

      Elaine sighed. On top of everything else, Liam’s attentions had clearly drawn the extra supernatural attention she was afraid of.

      She’d needed a distraction to stop thinking about Liam’s troubles. Maybe, she thought, it was time to strengthen her wards.
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        * * *

      

      On Monday afternoon, just after lunch, Jenna sent a text message.

      Tired of sleeping this off. Ready to do ANYTHING else. Scrying tonight?

      Elaine’s heart jumped at the message, but she forced herself to finish the order she’d been working on before she replied.

      Yes, please, she sent. Dumplings on me first. I’ll meet you there after closing.

      Jenna’s next message was another emoticon. Elaine wasn’t actually sure what it was supposed to be, but she suspected it was meant to express excitement. Jenna’s favorite comfort food could only be obtained at a hole-in-the-wall Korean restaurant a few blocks from her university. A number of clueless young men had tried to woo the redhead with fancy restaurant dates, utterly unaware that the guaranteed way to her heart was actually stuffed with pork and quite a bit cheaper.

      That evening, as Elaine started cleaning up the store for closing time, her phone rang. She picked it up with one hand, thumbing the answer button distractedly. “Hello?”

      “Elaine Halstead?”

      The voice on the other end of the line made her drop the ceramic pot in her hands. Dirt and shards of pottery scattered across the floor, and she cursed.

      “Hello?” Adam asked, puzzled. “Is this Elaine Halstead?”

      Elaine pinned the phone between her chin and shoulder as she carefully knelt to pick up the broken pieces from the floor. “What?” she snapped. “What do you want now?”

      “Er…” There was a strange tone to Adam’s voice that gave her sudden pause. “I’m sorry. I seem to have caught you at a bad time. My name is Adam Gagner. I’m not sure how this happened, but I think I have your library card. I’m just packing up to move, and I found it in my apartment.”

      Elaine furrowed her brow. A hint of unease settled into her stomach. “And you… you don’t know where it could have come from?” she said slowly.

      “So it is you?” Adam said, with a slight chuckle. “I wasn’t sure I’d found the right number. No, I’m really confused about it. I’m not a big library person, myself. I thought maybe you lived here before I did, and just left it behind?”

      “Maybe so,” Elaine said. “But, um. You can just throw it out. Really. I can get a new one if I need to.”

      “Are you sure?” Adam asked. “I normally wouldn’t go to so much trouble, but it occurred to me — there’s an Italian restaurant I’ve always wanted to try around here, and I’d hate to go alone.”

      Elaine’s throat seized up. “No,” she said, perhaps more forcefully than was necessary. “I’m going to be out of town. Just throw it away. Thank you.”

      She ended the call on the last word.

      Elaine stared down at the mess that surrounded her, uncomprehending.

      “What the hell?” she whispered to herself.

      It couldn’t be a joke. Adam wasn’t capable of that sort of humor. There had been absolutely no trace of sarcasm in his voice, no hint of the bitter fury he’d shown her the last time they’d seen each other.

      He’d simply… forgotten. Everything.

      Liam’s words floated back to her.

      “From now on, as far as you’re concerned, the two of you are strangers.”

      Elaine shook her head slowly. “That’s not possible,” she whispered. Even a small glimpse of Liam’s magic had convinced her that he was powerful… but this was something else entirely.

      If Liam had still been there, she would have had some pointed questions for him… but he wasn’t, she reminded herself. And she had dumplings to buy.
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        * * *

      

      Elaine was so distracted by her thoughts as she left that she collided directly into the man outside her shop.

      The two of them went sprawling in opposite directions, directly into the snow. Cold, wet slush dribbled up her coat, and she scrambled up to her feet, cursing.

      The man she’d run into was still dazed on the ground, blinking quickly. His knitted green scarf had unraveled from around his face, and his glasses had gone askew. As Elaine stared down at him, she realized that his eyes were a bright, uncanny green — a color that screamed of Arcadia.

      Elaine snatched a handful of seeds from her pocket, and pressed one booted foot to his neck.

      “Stay down,” she hissed. “I swear, I’ve had it up to here with warlocks circling around me like scavengers—”

      The man beneath her boot coughed, and held his hands up sheepishly. “You have the wrong idea!” he choked out hoarsely. “I’m here to help, I swear!”

      Elaine narrowed her eyes. “Excuse me if I don’t believe you,” she said. “What’s your name? Or at least… what do you call yourself?”

      He gave her a weak smile. “Just Simon is fine.” A violent shiver went down his body as he spoke. Another followed directly on its heels, and Elaine frowned.

      “What’s wrong with you?” she asked.

      “C-cold,” Simon managed. “This is not… comment dit on…” He dropped briefly into French, his brow knitted. “This is not my environment.”

      Elaine eased up her boot slightly, placing it instead upon his chest. “You’re not much of a warlock,” she observed slowly. “I would have thought you’d fight back at least a little bit.”

      “You’re afraid,” Simon said, with a hint of apology. “You have every right to be. I don’t wish to make things worse.”

      Elaine sighed and stepped away from him. She watched suspiciously, though, as he struggled up to his feet, wiping snow from his coat. As Simon reached down to retrieve his scarf, he gave it a forlorn look — it was soaking wet, and little use to him.

      Don’t feel bad for him, Elaine told herself stoically. Lord Blackfrost seemed nice too, at first.

      Simon sneezed once, pitifully, as though to give the lie to her thoughts. He reached up to adjust his glasses. “Forgive my directness,” he said, tugging his coat more closely about him. “But you are Elaine Halstead?”

      Elaine set her jaw. “Yes,” she said shortly. “I can’t remember the last time so many people wanted to know.”

      Simon winced. “Yes, well. I’m afraid that word has gotten around quite well at this point. All the faerie lords spy on one another. It helps them while away the hours to eternity.”

      “Fantastic,” Elaine said flatly. “And which one do you work for?”

      Simon glanced down at her. “I’m sworn to the Lady of Briars,” he said. “Er. After a fashion. It’s complicated.”

      Fear spiked through Elaine’s chest. She took a step back.

      Surprise flickered in Simon’s eyes. “You know her already?” he asked.

      “Leave,” Elaine told him. “Now.”

      Simon shifted on his feet, clearly unbalanced by the turn the conversation had taken. “I’m not sure what your previous relationship has been like,” he said slowly. “But as mad as she might be, the Lady has still offered to shelter you, if you need help. Given Lord Blackfrost’s renewed interest—”

      “I said leave,” Elaine hissed at him. She opened her Witchsight and tapped into her magic, unfurling one of the seeds in her hand. Phantom rose vines erupted in a rush of power, reaching out for the warlock with wicked thorns.

      Simon felt the change in the air. His eyes widened, and he stepped back, exerting his own power.

      With her Witchsight, Elaine felt it as a whisper of a warm spring breeze. Beneath it, she knew, was the hungry growth of summer, seeded deep into his soul. Simon pushed back at the thorns that reached out for him, exerting his will over them. Elaine felt the edges of the Lady’s power against hers — alien and all-consuming.

      “Miss Elaine!” Simon gasped. “I really don’t want to hurt you.”

      Elaine’s phantom briars inched closer toward him, however, and she narrowed her eyes. “I really don’t think you need to worry about that,” she told him.

      The Lady’s power was affected by the cold. Elaine’s power wasn’t.

      One of the vines writhed its way toward Simon’s ankle. As it closed around his skin, the thorns dug into his psyche, striking at his confidence and his sense of self. Elaine pushed him into a panic — just enough to convince him to leave, though not enough to leave any real, permanent damage.

      Simon staggered, and cast a startled look at his ankle. Witchsight, Elaine thought. He doesn’t just feel it — he can see it, too. He’s a witch, as well as a warlock.

      His resolve wavered beneath the onslaught of her magic. The pinch at his concentration made his own magic falter — then, like a tree breaking in a storm, the Briars fell apart, deserting him all at once.

      Elaine’s power wove around him, digging into his skin. Simon went pale, and his occasional shivers turned into uncontrollable trembling. He fumbled frantically in the pocket of his coat. As his hand came free, Elaine saw the glint of a small brass compass between his fingers.

      Simon pulled the compass to his heart, closing his eyes. And the world turned upside down.

      Elaine had the briefest impression of a distant green sky, and a strange, stationary sun. From the depths of Arcadia, a tangled briar reached out for Simon, carving through her magic’s thorns to pull him into its embrace.

      At first, she was worried that the Briars would reach out for her too, to drag her back with him… but they retreated with a hard snap of reality, and disappeared.

      Elaine was left standing alone in the snow outside of her shop, as the sun went down.
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      “Three warlocks, Lainey?” Jenna gave her an incredulous look over her dumplings. Her hazel eyes were dull, and there were still dark circles beneath them, but Jenna had assured Elaine that she was fit to do magic anyway. “Okay, look. I’ve never pried into your past. But what did you do to get three of them on your case?”

      Elaine winced. “That’s the thing,” she said. “I don’t remember. Not everything, anyway.” She paused over one of her own dumplings. “The Lady of Briars was always interested in me, though. She’s insane — once she decided she wanted me for her gardens, there was absolutely no stopping her. She terrorized me. When Lord Blackfrost showed up and offered to protect me from her, I was so worn down that I took him up on his deal.” She shuddered, and glanced down. “That… didn’t end well.”

      Jenna narrowed her eyes. “You don’t mean the same Lord Blackfrost that Liam works for?” she said. Her voice dripped with suspicion.

      “Same mantle,” said Elaine. “Different person. I… I killed Lord Blackfrost when I escaped his custody.”

      Jenna goggled. She leaned over the table, and lowered her voice. “You what?” she hissed.

      Elaine took a deep breath. “The new Lord Blackfrost left me with a debt, in return for giving him the mantle. Now, with Liam tracking me down to ask for help, everyone seems to think I know something deadly about Lord Blackfrost. But I don’t. I don’t remember how I killed the first one, let alone how I’d kill the second one.”

      Jenna fell heavily back into the booth. A dazed look flickered over her face. “Wow, Lainey,” she muttered. “No wonder my uncle sent me to you.”

      Elaine knitted her brow. Something about the statement tugged at her attention. “You said you’ve got previous experience with Arcadia,” she said. “I’ve spilled my secrets. What about you?”

      Jenna blinked slowly, behind her glasses. She pulled her arms around herself, suddenly more tired-looking than before. “…you really want to know?” she asked in a small voice.

      “I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t,” Elaine said curiously.

      Jenna sighed. “Gabe,” she said. “Arcadia took Gabe.”

      Elaine raised an eyebrow. “Who’s Gabe?”

      A miserable look overtook Jenna’s features. “My best friend,” she said. “No… best friend doesn’t even describe it. I can’t remember a time before we were friends.” She blinked back tears. “But he was mortal and… and it’s my fault, Lainey. I showed him Arcadia. I just wanted to share something with him, something cool and magical.”

      A grim understanding settled into Elaine’s chest. “Something took him?” she asked.

      “Something took him,” Jenna whispered. “But not the way you’re thinking.” She wiped at her eyes. “He’s a warlock now. He’s bound to the Lord of the Looking Glass. He’s not even himself anymore, Lainey, it’s… it’s horrible. He looks the same, and he mostly talks the same, but he’s done really awful things, and none of them bother him at all.” She went silent for a long moment. Then: “I had to leave New York, to hide from him. It really… really sucks.”

      Elaine shivered. Like Liam, she thought. He’s losing himself. How awful must that be, to be so aware that it’s happening?

      “I’m so sorry, Jenna,” Elaine said softly. “I didn’t mean to drag you into this sort of thing all over again.”

      Jenna did her best to hide a sniffle behind her sleeve. “Whatever,” she forced out. “You’ve been teaching me and protecting me this whole time. It’s not like you went out looking to piss off a bunch of warlocks just to get me in trouble.” She fixed her eyes back on Elaine. “What is it with you and Liam? What does he want from you?”

      Elaine winced. “What you just described is… something like what’s happening with Liam,” she admitted. “He’s trying to fight the process. It’s why he needs… what I’ve forgotten. He’s hoping it’ll give him back some of his humanity.”

      Jenna rubbed at her arms. “It’s not enough,” she said dully. “Whatever it is… you can’t fight the kind of hold a faerie lord has on their warlock. Warlocks sell their souls, Lainey.”

      Elaine forced a helpless smile. “I know,” she said. “But I have to try. Maybe it will help… for a little bit, at least. Long enough for me to find a way to buy Liam’s contract from Blackfrost.”

      Jenna gave her a sharp look. “You’re serious?” she said. “You want to try and bargain with a faerie lord? Lainey, that’s…”

      “A terrible idea,” she agreed. “Which is why you ought to stay very far away from me once I actually carry it out.” Elaine glanced at the basket of dumplings in front of her apprentice. “I think those are getting cold,” she suggested.

      Jenna snatched back up her chopsticks.

      “This conversation iddint done,” Jenna mumbled through a mouthful of pork.

      Elaine stayed very carefully silent, instead of responding.
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        * * *

      

      They still had quite a lot of time before midnight, so Elaine took Jenna up on her standing invitation to watch superhero movies at her apartment. Around eleven in the evening, as the world was being saved for a second time, they bundled themselves up and packed up their magical tools.

      High Park was utterly deserted when they got there. Tucked away quite close to Elaine’s garden shop in Parkdale, the place was normally full of verdant green and winding footpaths — but in the dead of winter, it was so frosted over and covered in snow that the footpaths had disappeared. Elaine and Jenna headed past the lonely children’s garden, toward the picturesque shoreline of Grenadier Pond.

      A thin sheet of ice had frozen overtop a large part of the pond. Jenna nodded in satisfaction, and tugged out a flashlight. “You said looking past the Arcadian veil is really hard,” she observed. “So we ought to take every advantage we can get. It’s memories of Blackfrost you’re after, so we’re going to want to mimic it as much as possible. This is the closest place I could think of to do the scrying. Sitting up in the cold at midnight shouldn’t hurt too much either.”

      A slow, creeping dread had settled into Elaine’s stomach as they walked. Now, as Jenna spoke, she realized why. This is bringing back memories, she thought. Or at least emotions. I guess… that’s a good thing.

      “You’ve been doing some research of your own, I see,” Elaine observed, shoving down her unease.

      “Duh,” Jenna said, with a roll of her eyes. “I’m an academic, Lainey. I always research first.” She offered the flashlight out toward Elaine, who took it obligingly. “Would you mind holding onto this for me? I need to set up.”

      Jenna pulled an old blanket from her bag, and threw it out over the ground. She set out a shallow, metallic kitchen bowl on top of it — then, she fished out a thermos from her bag, and poured the bowl full of freshly-steaming water. She settled onto the blanket, and tugged the bowl closer to herself. A triumphant smile crossed her lips. “We’ve got moonlight,” she said. “Perfect.” Cancer witches could use solid anchors, like the moonstone and silver necklace that Jenna normally wore — but their most powerful affinity was for moonlight, which best fuelled their spells.

      Jenna patted the blanket, and Elaine settled herself across from her apprentice, on the other side of the bowl. Skeletal, frozen tree branches loomed at the edges of her eyesight in the darkness. The fear in her stomach grew. Her breath came more quickly. She closed her eyes, and tried to steady herself.

      “You okay?” Jenna asked warily.

      Elaine nodded. She took a moment to find her voice. “We should… do this quickly,” she said. She didn’t explain herself further, but she thought there might be a flicker of understanding in Jenna’s eyes.

      “All right,” Jenna said softly. “I’m gonna… turn off the flashlight. Don’t freak out, okay?”

      Elaine pressed her lips together, and said nothing.

      The flashlight went out.

      The branches behind her yawned over them in her mind’s eye. The crackle of ice beneath them wormed its way inside her bones. Her body remembered what it was to be cold — utterly frozen and without warmth.

      A tingle shivered through the air. Elaine opened her Witchsight, and saw Jenna gathering up motes of moonlight in her hands. Like a tiny aurora, it wheeled around her, reflecting off her pale skin. The sight of it gave even Elaine’s deep-seated fears a brief pause, as she watched in wonder.

      The light sank down into the water of the bowl, setting it aglow. Jenna leaned forward, and took Elaine’s hands in hers. “Take a look,” she said. “I’m going to turn this into a representation of your mind. We’ll dive in together. I won’t see what you see, but I’ll kind of… nudge you around, wherever you need to go.”

      Elaine nodded, forcing herself to relax. “All right,” she mumbled. “Don’t push yourself though, Jenna. You have to promise me you’ll stop the moment you start feeling overwhelmed.”

      Jenna sighed, and squeezed her hands. “Fine,” she said. “Scout’s honor. Come on, and let’s do this.” Moonlight coiled around her, sinuous and otherworldly. “Focus on the water, and bring up an anchor memory I can start from. What’s the last clear memory you have from before Arcadia?”

      Elaine pressed her lips together — but she turned her eyes to the black water in front of her and did her best to comply. “Lord Blackfrost,” she murmured. “He showed up on Samhain. We talked in my garden.” She conjured up the image in her head:  the shadows coalescing, forming into the tall, pale figure of the faerie lord. His noble features, his frightful blue eyes… but he spoke so softly, she remembered. Lord Blackfrost had calmed her initial fears so easily, with just the right suggestion of interest and commiseration.

      “He offered his protection from the Lady of Briars,” she breathed, falling slowly into the trance. “I asked what he might want in return. He seemed… sympathetic, as much as a faerie can be. He asked only for a rose from my garden in return.”

      Jenna winced. “Ouch. No offense, Lainey, but…”

      “Yeah,” Elaine sighed. The faerie lord in her mind’s eye smiled coldly as she took him up on his offer. “I should have figured it was way too easy. But… he was very good at pretending to care. And I wanted to believe him too badly.” She took a long, deep breath. “He stole me away to Arcadia. He said I would be forever safe from the Lady of Briars at the heart of his realm. So of course… I would never be allowed to leave.”

      The image of Lord Blackfrost in her mind slowly resolved in the pitch-black surface of the water in front of her. There was no longer any kindness in his eyes, feigned or otherwise. The air before him tore open with a howl of wind and snow. Elaine felt the cold begin to creep up her body…

      The image stuttered. Jenna hissed in surprise. Elaine felt her strain her magic, pushing harder. “Damn,” her apprentice hissed. “This is weird. It’s like someone tore your memories into confetti and threw them around everywhere. No wonder you’re only getting bits and pieces.” Jenna’s magic rippled through the water, with a strange twist of light. “I’m not going to be able to brute force this,” Jenna admitted. “I might be able to piece some stuff together if you give me somewhere to start, though. What’s your next clearest memory, Lainey?”

      A tall stone willow, its branches carved from ice. She huddled beneath it, but it gave no shelter against the chill.

      “I remember the Lifeless Garden,” she whispered. “It’s always been there, in my nightmares.”

      Jenna’s magic flared.

      The surface of the water rippled lightly. Elaine imagined her mind wavering with the ripples, sliding into a dreamlike state. She focused on the water, and allowed her mind to change the world that surrounded her. The night was deep. The air was cold. There were no living flowers — only mocking caricatures, intricately carved from ice and stone.

      She was alone.

      For just a moment, Elaine’s mind tried to rebel. Not here. Not back here. The thoughts choked her with alarm. But she forced herself to ignore those inevitable protests, steeling herself against the night.

      Somewhere out there, Liam walked alone through Blackfrost.

      Elaine knew that she had to force herself to face her memories, if she ever wanted to bring him back for good.
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        * * *

      

      The ground was covered in snow. Everything was white, drenched in a cold, moonlit glow. It might have been beautiful, if it wasn’t so bleak and utterly eternal.

      Elaine huddled at the base of a magnificent, towering willow of stone; its weeping branches of ice-cut leaves tinkled in the night breeze. Her shivers deepened. She had used every trick she knew, every ritual, every bit of magic inside her to fight her final fate. But it had been so long, and the loneliness had begun to weigh her down every bit as much as the expenditures of energy. Any moment, she knew, she would lose her concentration and begin the final slide into an icy slumber. Lord Blackfrost’s magic would take her, and she would become only another lifeless carving in his garden.

      What will it feel like? Elaine began to wonder. Will I simply die? Will I sleep and dream? Will some twisted part of me live on?

      It was difficult to think now, and useless to speculate. She would know the answer soon, in any case.

      The branches rang out gently. A shadow fell upon Elaine, and she glanced up, dazed. She was hallucinating, she thought. She must have been. No one had visited her since… since Lord Blackfrost himself had left her here, in this closed-off garden. There were no exits whereby someone could even enter; she had looked long enough for one herself, and found nothing.

      Still, the shadow surveyed her, and as it did she slowly began to make out its features. It was a pale young man — lithe but powerful, with long dark hair and eyes of keen, unearthly blue. He was dressed somewhat better for the weather here than she was; his rich black tunic and breeches didn’t look as though they ought to keep off the cold, but he also wore a heavy cloak, sewn together from the furs of various winter beasts.

      The man stared down at her, aghast. “My god,” he said softly. “You really are still alive.” Awe mingled with horror in his voice.

      Elaine blinked slowly. Her lashes had begun to freeze over. She’d finally lost the last of her strength. “What sort of dream are you?” she mumbled at him. “Do I really need a hallucination here just to state the obvious?”

      The young man didn’t answer. He knelt down in front of Elaine, his strange blue eyes alight with concern. He shrugged the heavy cloak off his shoulders and reached out to wrap it tightly around her body. His heat still radiated from the furs, soaking into her chilled skin.

      Elaine stared at him. Shock shivered through her weary limbs. He was real. The warmth of his cloak — the first heat she had felt in what seemed to have been years… that was real as well.

      He tugged the cloak more tightly around her. “Who… a-are you?” Elaine stuttered.

      “My name is Liam.” He said it in a whisper — as though he worried that someone might be listening. “I tried to find you before now, but he only told me where you were recently.”

      He? Elaine thought dimly. “You mean Lord—”

      Liam pressed a hand over her mouth quickly, his eyes now bright with alarm. “Don’t say his name,” he hissed. “He will hear you then.”

      Elaine closed her eyes, struggling to think again. She knew that, of course. If she had been in her right mind, she never would have made such a simple mistake. Once she’d closed her eyes, though, she found herself unable to open them again. Her eyelids were so heavy. Liam’s hand was so warm — she hadn’t known that anything in Blackfrost could be warm. It was probably a good thing that she didn’t have the energy to speak any further; she might have begged him to hold her, which would have been unbearably strange.

      Liam shifted in front of her. Elaine thought she heard him say something in an alarmed tone. He tugged the cloak briefly aside, and she whimpered at the chill that worked its way inside. But he slipped one warm arm behind her back and drew her close to his chest, and she nearly cried in relief. Elaine tried to bury her face in his shoulder, but he held her cold cheek with his other hand, turning her chin up toward him. “You need to open your eyes,” he said, in a soft but urgent voice. “Look at me.”

      Elaine didn’t think she had the energy left to comply… but something about his voice made her dig deeply inside herself one last time, dredging up reserves she’d thought long gone. She forced her eyes open. It was the most monumental effort she had ever made.

      Liam’s face was inches from hers. There was such a look of simple, mortal worry on his face. Faeries never looked at anyone that way. They just weren’t capable of it. “Tell me your name,” he said. “Your full name, I need to know it.”

      It was a very dangerous thing to give your name away. It was perhaps one of the most dangerous things that you could do. Elaine hesitated, and the arm behind her back tightened.

      “My name is Liam O’Cuilinn,” he told her. “And if you do not give me your name now, I assure you that you will never have the chance to use it against me.”

      Shock rippled through her, temporarily clearing her head. He had given his name so easily, so matter-of-factly — but there was an underlying fierceness to his tone that impressed upon her the seriousness of the situation.

      “El… Elaine…” she managed. “My name is Elaine Halstead.”

      Liam held her eyes with his. There was a penetrating quality to his gaze. “Elaine Halstead,” he said. “Will you accept a pact with me, until such time as you leave this realm?”

      She had given him her true name from her own lips; as he now spoke it back to her, the act reached into her soul and plucked a string there, making her shudder. It was so strange and unaccountably intimate that she nearly missed the rest of what he’d said. It took her a moment to replay it in her head and make sense of it.

      She’d thought he might be mortal — or at the very least, a warlock. But warlocks couldn’t offer pacts — they’d already sold their soul to the highest bidder. Only supernatural creatures — powerful ones, at that — could offer to form a pact, sharing the very core of their power with someone else.

      What are you? Elaine thought at him blearily.

      Liam shook her sharply. Elaine blinked — realized that she had been drifting once more. “Y-yes,” she rasped out. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she hoped that she had not just made a terrible decision.

      Liam leaned in toward her, his breath warm on her cheek. For just a moment, she thought he might kiss her — but he paused with his face only an inch from hers. He exhaled softly… and this time, it came with a chill power. The cold worked its way between her lips, sliding its way along her throat and down into the very core of her soul.

      She should have felt cold. It should have frozen her from the inside out. Instead, the power coiled deep within her, tangling with her normal magic. Elaine’s shivers ceased abruptly. Her body surged with renewed vigor — just enough to revive her mind and bring her back to full alertness.

      Elaine’s eyes widened. She pressed her hands against Liam’s chest, trying to push away from him, but he held onto her with an unnaturally strong grip. “Don’t,” he warned her. “Not yet. I’m not that powerful. Not… not as powerful as him, anyway. You should take any real warmth you can get.”

      Elaine relented weakly. Much as she hated to admit it, she still savored the feeling of real heat more than she worried about the compromising position. She let her cheek fall against his chest again. “Why do you care?” she asked. “You feel like this place. Don’t you work for him?”

      Liam hesitated. “...I live to defy him,” he admitted quietly. “Every day, in every way that I can. I’ve saved his other victims before. He eventually loses interest, stops paying attention. Once he asks me to look in on one of you, it’s generally because he’s moved on.” He shook his head slowly. “No one deserves this.”

      “My god,” Elaine muttered. “You almost sound like a normal, sane human being. I didn’t know those could survive here.”

      “They normally don’t,” Liam said grimly. “But he never seems to remember my mortal side. I think he keeps expecting I’ll naturally fall in line and obey him like everything else here does.”

      This inevitably gave rise to more questions in Elaine’s mind, now that she was alert enough for curiosity. She staunched her inquisitiveness to focus on the present, though. “Are… are you going to get me out of here?” she whispered, as quietly as she possibly could. Hope — impossible hope — rose up in her chest, choking up her throat. She had spent her time here just trying to make it from moment to moment, resisting as long as she possibly could. It had never entered her wildest dreams that she might actually find a way out.

      Liam hesitated. “...maybe eventually,” he told her. His eyes were pained; it was clear that he hated to dash her hopes so quickly. “I have to work out a way. He’s never gone to so much trouble to imprison someone before.”

      That hope plunged away, replaced by a dull, miserable disappointment. Elaine felt tears gather at her eyes, but she staunched them ruthlessly. It wasn’t a no. She now had an ally, someone who knew this place and who wanted to help her. It was infinitely more than she’d had before.

      “Liam.” Elaine tried his name in her mouth, tasting the word. He blinked — she felt him shiver against her, startled. Now that she knew his true name, using even his given name seemed to affect him. She hadn’t expected that. She flushed, embarrassed. “Sorry,” she said hastily. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to do that.”

      “No way around it,” he muttered. A slight flush betrayed the effect it had on him, even so. “I’ll get used to it.”

      Elaine swallowed. She made a mental note to avoid saying his name as much as possible. “I was going to say… thank you. This must be dangerous for you.”

      Liam winced. “Please don’t say that,” he told her. “Thank you implies a debt. You should excise those words from your vocabulary as soon as possible. And stop apologizing, that’s almost worse.”

      Slowly, he pulled away from her. Elaine was much warmer now, but the loss of his heat still made her sigh softly in disappointment. He tugged the cloak closer about her. “Anyway… don’t be fooled. I might have more freedom to move around, but I’m as much a prisoner as anyone else here. He’ll never let me leave Blackfrost. The next best thing I can do is set you free in my place.”

      Elaine clutched the cloak around herself — but the biting wind failed to chill her this time. I’m not losing heat anymore, she realized.

      Liam seemed similarly impervious to the chill, though he had given her his best protection against the cold. He considered her carefully. “Are you feeling better?” he asked.

      Elaine heard the extra question there: Can I safely leave? A terrible panic overtook her, and she scrambled unsteadily to her feet. “Don’t!” she gasped. “Don’t… leave. Please. I can’t…” Her breaths came more quickly. The lightheadedness that assaulted her had nothing to do with the winter air. I can’t be alone again. Not so soon, please.

      Liam’s eyes flickered with alarm. He reached out to steady her by the arms. Just that touch — the physical reminder that someone else existed in this awful world with her — calmed her trepidation.

      Elaine closed her eyes. What was wrong with her? This wasn’t her — this person losing her composure, begging for help, clinging to the first person to show her even the slightest hint of kindness. “I’m sorry,” she rasped again. She didn’t like this person who apologized too much either, but she was so worried that she might drive him away, that he might never come back. “You’ve already done so much. You… probably need to go.”

      Liam tightened his fingers on her shoulders. “Blackfrost isn’t just cold,” he told her quietly. “It’s a thief of warmth and life. It gets under your skin.” He hesitated. “...I won’t let it have you,” he promised.

      He took her hand in his, very gently. “I’ll stay as long as I can, El—” He cut himself off clumsily just in time, before the rest of her true name could affect her. “...why don’t I just call you El,” he muttered, shaking his head.

      Elaine choked out a laugh. “Okay,” she said. “I’ve never had a nickname before. Let’s try it.”

      Liam settled himself down next to her at the foot of the great stone willow, his arm wrapped comfortingly around her shoulders. He talked to her — a long, winding conversation through the timeless night. The details began to blur…
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        * * *

      

      Jenna had fallen forward, disturbing the bowl of water. Her apprentice was clutching at her head — Elaine saw tears of agony on her face. She sucked in her breath and rushed to steady the younger woman, though she wasn’t feeling terribly steady herself.

      “You promised to let go when it got bad!” Elaine told her angrily. “You said scout’s honor!”

      Jenna grinned weakly up at her through the tears. “Yeah, uh. I should have mentioned. I don’t have any scout’s honor. I never joined the scouts.” She cringed and pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes, moaning. “Did you get what you needed, Lainey?”

      “I… I think I did.” Elaine held onto her apprentice tightly, closing her eyes. She breathed through her fear and confusion, trying to grasp at the present. She was angry at Jenna, she realized, but she was also angry at Liam. The two were blurring together.

      She had his true name. And he… he had hers. He’d had it all along.

      He never used it, Elaine reminded herself forcibly, shoving down her panic.

      Liam could have used that name at any time. He could have used the secret knowledge of her soul to walk right past her wards. He could have spoken her name, tugged at her heartstrings, and softened her fear and irritation with him any number of times. But he hadn’t done that. She had been forced to give him her name for her own survival, and he had been terribly careful not to use it against her.

      He’d been using that silly little nickname to protect her.

      “But he’s not a warlock,” she mumbled, dazed. “He’s never been a warlock. I just assumed, and he never corrected me, because…” Elaine opened her eyes, struck by understanding. “Oh, my god. Liam is Blackfrost’s son.”

      Cold water curled against the skin of her leg. Elaine startled, glancing down at it uncomprehendingly. It wasn’t from the overturned scrying bowl — it had come from the pond, where the water was no longer frozen.

      A pool of dark, brackish water had broken through the ice, bleeding out over the frozen pond. Walking atop it was a pale, ghastly man with solid black eyes and terrifying, sharpened teeth. Limp, rotting seaweed strangled at his throat, and curled its way atop his head like a macabre crown.

      A terrible, overwhelming power pressed down upon them.

      “Where,” he asked, in a quiet, raspy voice, “is Pallid Valentine?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Elaine staggered to her feet. The cold water sucked at her ankles, chilling her to the bone.

      The power that beat down upon her was nearly unbearable. In the shadow of the man before her yawned endless abyssal depths, spiralling away into Arcadia’s deepest, darkest ocean. The sheer scope of it nearly overwhelmed her, before she was able to force closed her Witchsight.

      She didn’t need introductions to know that she was looking at the Drowned Lord.

      Next to her, still collapsed on the blanket, Jenna struggled to her hands and knees. A spike of fresh fear went through Elaine; her apprentice was utterly tapped, and especially vulnerable. Elaine worded her response very carefully, aware that her politeness — or lack thereof — might have consequences for more than just herself.

      “I’m afraid I don’t know where Pallid Valentine is,” she managed. “I haven’t seen her for days now. The last time I saw her, I thought she had run back to the Deeps.”

      The Drowned Lord fixed her with his empty stare. “I don’t believe you, mortal,” he hissed in his broken voice. “She was last seen with you. And you are not bound to tell me the truth.”

      Elaine swallowed. “I can’t help you any further,” she said. “I don’t know what else to say.”

      Jenna forced herself unsteadily to her feet. “You need to leave,” Elaine murmured to her, just loud enough for her to hear. “I can buy you a bit of time, but you’ll need to head straight for the nearest wards you can find.”

      Jenna sucked in her breath. “I’m not leaving you, Lainey,” she said. Her exhaustion was clear on her face, though, and it was clear the words had come out weaker than she would have liked.

      “You’re only going to get in my way, as you are now,” Elaine muttered at her. “If something goes wrong, I need you to tell Liam when he gets back.”

      “You will tell me where my warlock has gone,” the Drowned Lord informed Elaine calmly, unfazed by her denials. “You shall come to regret your reticence.”

      “You can’t take me to Arcadia,” Elaine told him, raising her voice to command his attention. “I’ve made no bargains with you.”

      The Drowned Lord smiled humorlessly. The expression put his sharpened teeth on full display. “I shall not take you to Arcadia,” he informed her. “But neither shall you leave until you tell me what I wish to know.”

      The cold, dark water around Elaine’s ankles crept upward, holding her fast and stealing her warmth. She shuddered, and closed her arms around herself. He’s going to hold me out here in the cold until I die, she realized. Just like Blackfrost did.

      But Elaine had an advantage this time that she hadn’t had before.

      She closed her eyes and reached deep down into her soul — where a shard of Blackfrost’s debt to her still lay, hungry and seething.

      That cold, dark power flooded through her, snaking along her blood. The shivers stopped abruptly, as her body embraced the winter. She opened her eyes, and pressed that shard against the Drowned Lord’s magic. A small circle of water flooded away from her, freezing into an icy barrier against the rest.

      “Run,” she told Jenna. “Now.”

      Jenna stared at her, horrified. Elaine realized belatedly that her apprentice probably still had her Witchsight open: she could see that black, hungry realm crawling its way through Elaine’s magic, freezing in her veins.

      That wouldn’t do. The Drowned Lord would recover quickly. Jenna had to be gone by the time that he did.

      Elaine snapped a phantom vine around Jenna’s arm, digging its thorns into her psyche. I’m sorry, she thought — but she was surprised to find that she didn’t actually feel sorry. Blackfrost’s magic had numbed her compunctions, replacing them with a cold, utilitarian manner of thought.

      The thorns set a prickling alarm into Jenna’s mind. Elaine’s apprentice turned on her heel and fled, stumbling back upward into the park.

      The Drowned Lord lashed out at the fleeing witch with a wave of water — but Elaine drew again upon her debt, freezing the tendrils of his power. He hissed in displeasure, and refocused his attention on her, advancing forward across the water.

      “You dare!” he said. “You attack me, with Blackfrost’s power?”

      Elaine held her ground. Her heart should have been pounding in her chest, but all of the fear she’d felt being thrown back into memories of Blackfrost and then confronted with an actual faerie lord had withered away, replaced by an absolute calm.

      “When have I attacked you?” she asked. “I have defended myself, and defended my apprentice.”

      The faerie lord didn’t respond to that… but his black eyes narrowed. He stepped onto shore, his ragged black clothing dripping as he walked. He came to a stop just in front of Elaine, towering over her. The mantle he carried pressed down upon her, even more terribly than before. Even so, she knew it was only a token of what he was capable — when faerie lords decided to abandon all restraint in the mortal world, whole cities tended to disappear, and legends were made.

      Elaine had no chance against the Drowned Lord, even with the debt that currently kept her upright. But so long as he decided she wasn’t worth the catastrophe of unleashing his full power, she could at least hold him back long enough to let Jenna escape.

      “I see what has happened,” the faerie lord rasped. “It is Lord Blackfrost who has taken my warlock. That is why I cannot feel her — she is trapped within his realm.”

      Elaine’s eyes widened at the unexpected suggestion. Did Lord Blackfrost really steal Pallid Valentine? she thought. A chill went down her spine. Liam must have told Blackfrost that Valentine was searching out his secrets. He might have acted to protect himself.

      The Drowned Lord tilted his head. “By your reaction, I surmise that I have guessed correctly,” he said coldly. He lifted one pale hand into the air, and Elaine felt his power strengthen. The feel of it nearly drove her to her knees. “Let us ask him directly, shall we? I see his debt upon you. Perhaps it is enough that he shall answer.” He gave Elaine an oddly empty smile. “If not… we shall be here for some time.”

      Elaine’s mouth went dry. He’s summoning Lord Blackfrost? she thought. The idea of Lord Blackfrost showing up terrified her nearly more than facing down the faerie lord already in front of her.

      Seconds ticked by, with the dreadful faerie lord staring down at her. Elaine found herself clinging to the shard of Blackfrost she had within her, in spite of her hatred for it — it was, after all, the only thing keeping her sane.

      She felt the moment that the air changed again — another heavy, pressing presence arrived. The temperature dropped. The flicker of icy power she’d been using to keep the Drowned Lord’s flood at bay strengthened, as a much greater power shored it up. The water of the pond crackled and froze into spidering floes of ice once again. Elaine heard no footsteps, but she felt someone behind her.

      Another overwhelming mantle pressed down upon her, stealing her breath and staggering her beneath its weight. Two faerie lords, Elaine thought with horror. If they decide to attack each other here, they could level the city. And I’m stuck between them.

      A warm hand settled onto her shoulder, pulling her back from the Drowned Lord’s towering presence.

      “Your manners tonight leave much to be desired.” Liam’s voice addressed the Drowned Lord coldly.

      He tugged Elaine gently behind him. He was dressed in a black button-down and slacks, with absolutely no deference to the weather. Shadows clung to him like cobwebs, dancing in the dead of night. His icy blue eyes were aflame with an inhuman fury.

      “You have stolen my warlock,” the Drowned Lord said, his black eyes boring into them both. “Give her back.”

      What is going on? Elaine thought wildly. But a terrible sinking feeling had begun in her stomach. Since retrieving her first real memory of Blackfrost only minutes prior, she had begun to suspect the truth.

      “I dismissed Pallid Valentine, and she returned to you,” Liam told the faerie lord. He held the faerie lord’s gaze evenly, unintimidated, but Elaine had the feeling he was afraid to look back at her. “You are lucky I did not kill her outright, given that she was meddling in my affairs at the time.”

      “You are yet half-mortal,” the Drowned Lord told Liam. “You are capable of lying. Swear it to me upon your mantle.”

      His mantle.

      She felt Liam’s hesitation through his hand on her shoulder. But he replied: “I swear it upon my mantle, as Lord of Blackfrost. I do not have your warlock, and never did.”

      As he spoke, a circlet of pure shadow wove into being upon his head, as though to confirm his words.

      Lord Blackfrost, Elaine thought faintly. Liam is the new Lord Blackfrost. He has been, all along.

      After all, who would inherit the old Lord Blackfrost’s mantle, if not his own son?

      The Drowned Lord hissed in frustration. Ice crackled as black water bucked and writhed beneath it. “…as you say,” the Drowned Lord bit out reluctantly. “Then I must search elsewhere.”

      “We are not done here,” Liam told him. “You sent your warlock to search out my secrets. She attacked someone under my protection. If anyone is owed their due, it is I.”

      A single drop of black water curved down the Drowned Lord’s face, dripping from his crown of rotten seaweed. “I did not send Pallid Valentine to do anything,” he said. “She has disobeyed me, and embarked on unsanctioned errands of her own. I swear this, too, upon my own mantle.”

      “She is nevertheless your warlock, and your responsibility,” Liam said. “If you cannot keep her on a leash, her doings are on your head. Now, you have disturbed my protection a second time. I demand payment… unless you wish to settle this matter in different way entirely.”

      Silence fell between them. The tension in the air stretched.

      “…I acknowledge this debt,” the Drowned Lord rasped. “Only because I have more pressing matters to attend.”

      A sardonic smile flashed across Liam’s face. “Whatever helps you sleep at night,” he said. It was the first time since his appearance that he’d sounded anything like himself.

      The Drowned Lord did not deign to respond. Instead, he stepped back onto the pond… and was swallowed up.

      Liam turned to look at her. His cold blue eyes were shuttered. Elaine saw no hint of emotion on his face.

      “You lied to me,” she whispered.

      “I never lied,” Liam told her. “Not once.”

      “You let me think all sorts of things!” she burst out. Elaine thought momentarily about shoving him back — but old fear flooded through her, and her hands trembled instead at her sides. She stepped back, shivering, as Blackfrost’s power subsided from her blood.

      Liam stared at her. Was that hurt in his expression? She couldn’t tell. He had such perfect mastery of his composure.

      Skeletal, icy tree branches still leaned in upon her, overhead. The chill air, the feeling of isolation, the deep dark night, all flooded her senses. And there before her was Lord Blackfrost, dragging her back into his tangled web of faerie politics once again.

      But he wasn’t just Lord Blackfrost this time. That, she thought, was the worst part by far. He was also Liam — the man she’d fallen in love with, the romantic dream she’d been searching out for five years and more.

      “I don’t know what to believe,” Elaine whispered. “I can’t… I can’t deal with this.”

      “I know,” said Liam. His voice was flat on the words. “I don’t expect you to.” He looked away from her, and shoved his hands into his pockets. “Go home, El. I won’t bother you again — you have my word.” He shot her a bleak smile. “You can believe that much, at least.”

      He stepped toward her. Elaine backpedaled instinctively, in spite of herself. Another shattered memory wracked her brain.

      Thorns like wicked nails, climbing furiously along the walls of the Lifeless Garden. Red blood on the snow — hers or someone else’s? A scream of inarticulate rage—

      Liam settled his arms around her, and pressed his lips to her forehead. His warmth soaked into her, even as his power beat against her senses. Dark, hungry Blackfrost pressed against her, starved for all her heat and life. He kept it at bay… but it was still there, she knew. Waiting.

      “I’m glad I got to see you again,” he told her softly. “Even if it was selfish of me.”

      Elaine’s heart warred with itself. Her throat closed up. This is wrong, she knew. This is all wrong, I can’t let him leave—

      But he stepped back again, and she saw that awful realm reach out for him from across worlds. Blackfrost’s dark, icy fingers closed around Liam, drenching him in shadow.

      And he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Elaine wasn’t sure quite how long she stood in front of the pond. For a while, it all felt like a surreal dream — or maybe a nightmare.

      There was no saving Liam. The awful realization bore down upon her, relentless. There was no one to save Liam from. He wasn’t trapped by some dreadful eldritch figure. He was, himself, a wicked lord of faerie. If anything, it would make more sense for her to be saving other people from him.

      But that’s exactly it, isn’t it? Elaine thought dully, as she clutched her coat around herself. Liam is scared of becoming his father. He can’t leave Blackfrost for long, now that he’s been bound to it. He is trapped, in a way.

      “I’ll still be exactly who I am,” Liam had said. “Maybe more myself. But no more free to live the life I want.”

      If she’d let him, she realized, he might have stayed forever… and wasted away in the process.

      “You can’t get involved with me without also tangling yourself up with Blackfrost,” he’d told her.

      He hadn’t told her the truth. But in many ways… he’d gone to great lengths to warn her anyway.

      Elaine closed her eyes. Everything that Liam was terrified her. But she already knew, deep down, that she couldn’t bring herself to forget him… not again.

      Her phone began to vibrate in her pocket. She tugged it out, and saw Jenna’s name on the screen.

      “Hi,” Elaine said wearily, as she picked up the phone.

      “…you’re okay?” Jenna asked. Fear, anger, and worry all clashed in her tired voice at once.

      “Yeah,” Elaine said. “And… I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have used my magic on you like that.”

      The other side of the line stayed silent for a long moment. Finally, Jenna spoke. “Are you a warlock, Lainey?” she asked.

      “No,” Elaine said. “It’s complicated. Blackfrost owes me a debt.” She paused. “I thought tonight would have used up more than it did. But I’ve still got plenty left to waste.” Elaine brooded. “Everything is very different than I thought it was,” she said. “And I… I have to go to Blackfrost, I think. There’s just no way around it.”

      “What?” Jenna demanded. “Are you crazy? You’re going to get yourself caught all over again, Lainey!”

      Elaine swallowed hard. “I might,” she admitted. “But I have to do this. I’m sorry, Jenna.” She closed her eyes. “If… if I don’t come back. You have a key. I’ll leave the shop to you.”

      “Lainey—”

      “I’m really proud of you,” Elaine told her. “I just want you to know that.”

      She ended the call, and turned off her phone.
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      Getting into Arcadia was relatively simple. The Hidden Path wasn’t really all that well-hidden, especially to those who knew how to look for it. Any strange forest — any dark side street or obscure shopfront — could lead to a connected realm, with only the slightest magical exertion. In fact, the Hidden Path often opened on its own — sometimes predictably, and sometimes without warning. A particular doorway might walk you into Eventide every time the new moon came around; a mushroom ring with a connection to the Black Forest might unexpectedly grow overnight, and then wither away just as quickly. These unexpected twists were the reason that so many mortals unintentionally found their way to Arcadia, even without prompting.

      Sometimes, Elaine thought that the Hidden Path wanted people to use it — that it was hungry for mortals and stranger beings alike. No, she thought… the problem wasn’t getting into Arcadia. It was getting out again.

      This thought weighed heavily on her mind as Elaine considered the paved path in front of her.

      The entry walk to the Allan Gardens was connected to Arcadia, if you knew how to make it work. In fact, it was one of the most reliable Paths of which she knew. Elaine had never heard of it opening on its own before, but she knew that only a tiny touch of her magic would be required to make the Path bloom. It always led into the Hedge. Most creatures would consider the Hedge to be a winding and dangerous path to travel, given the ease with which one could get lost in its maze… but for a green witch like Elaine, the Hedge was positively friendly. And, most importantly, the Hedge had no master. It neither wanted nor needed a faerie lord, and as far as anyone could tell, it had never had one.

      Elaine opened her Witchsight before she could think better of it. The wild, radiant energies of the Hedge leaked out into view instantly, only faintly muffled by the mundane snow in front of her. Elaine reached out toward the Hedge with her power, feeding it just a hint of her magic. The Arcadian realm stretched and uncurled like a flower coming into bloom, peeling back the cold, dark veil of reality. Bright green sprouts slipped between the stones in front of her, as though spring had come all at once. The Hedge called to her eagerly, beckoning her toward it. Daylight filtered out, casting sharp shadows upon the stones in front of her.

      Elaine stepped onto the Hidden Path, her stomach roiling. The world sharpened and brightened, and reality retreated entirely. Lazy sunlight bore down on her from above, warming her instantly beneath the heavy coat she wore; tall green hedges spiraled up above her to impossible heights, closing in from every side.

      She turned one last time to regard the dull, snowy path she’d just left. It seemed miles away now. She reached out with her magic to seal the way again, just in case. The last thing she needed was to discover some mortal had accidentally followed her into Arcadia.

      The hedges slowly knitted themselves closed over the sight of the Allan Garden walk. They did so somewhat more sullenly than they’d opened up to her, only further confirming Elaine’s suspicions that Arcadia was a realm greedy for visitors. Still, it took only one more nudge before the Hedges finished closing. They already had her, after all.

      Elaine shoved the thought forcibly aside, and refocused on the present. The Hedges before her twisted and turned like a labyrinth, cruel and cunning. To anyone else, they might well have been a labyrinth… but Elaine was a Taurus, and green things knew her well.

      Elaine kept her Witchsight open, though it pained her somewhat just to take in the sheer brightness of Arcadia. She fed more of her magic into the vines around her. “Tell me where the cold is,” she whispered to them. “Which way do your leaves wilt?”

      The Hedges shivered, though there was no wind to move them. Elaine let her mind tangle with them as though they were a part of her. She became aware of a hundred things, all at once: the dark hollows only a few turns away from her that housed an impossibly large and dangerous viper; the field of poisonous flowers that would put her instantly and forever to sleep if she continued straight; the still, deep waters behind her that would eventually deepen and dive into the Deeps proper, leaving the Hedge behind entirely.

      Somewhere far away, though, she felt the edges of hungry frost, eating away at the Hedge. Though the Hedge was technically endless, it still resented the way that Blackfrost crept in upon it, withering the life there and stealing pieces of it for itself. Other domains sometimes encroached upon the Hedge, quietly annexing pieces of it — the Briars were particularly guilty on this count — but none were so blatantly offensive about it as Blackfrost was.

      “Wonderful,” Elaine sighed cynically. “Right where I want to go.” She took a moment to peel her coat from her shoulders, stuffing it awkwardly into her bag. She would almost certainly need it later, once she got closer to Blackfrost.

      She started picking her way through the brambles, pausing every so often to ask them for directions. There were occasional wicked thorns, tantalizing fruits and flowers that shouldn’t be trusted, but she was alert enough to catch them each in turn; they often moved aside for her graciously once she fed them just a bit of her magic.

      Blackfrost was more distant than she’d hoped, however. The warm sun overhead slowly trekked its way into darkness, smothering the world around her with blood red sunset colors… and then with total blackness. The Hedge, she discovered, had no stars or moon of which to speak. Its sunny welcome quickly drained away into a chill, ominous night.

      There was no walking through that night, even with her comparable advantages. The flashlight in her bag might have helped somewhat, but the last thing she wanted to do was turn an ankle in the middle of Arcadia. Elaine resigned herself to that realization, as she paused to sort out a place to rest. The Hedge offered her a cozy little hiding place among its branches at her first request, which she accepted. It offered her all manner of tantalizing nuts and berries as well, but these she carefully declined. Sometimes even faerie food was safe within the Hedge… but there was no sense in taking the risk. Eating the wrong thing could turn you into an animal, or make you forget yourself… or worse.

      Elaine pulled her coat back out of her bag, and tugged it close around her shoulders. She let her magic trickle into the brambles that surrounded her, strengthening them and asking them for their favor. Let me know if something comes for me, please, she asked them. The Hedge closed in around her comfortingly, assenting to her request.

      Elaine fell into a fitful slumber, caught between the need to rest and the need to keep one eye open.

      As she dreamed, the tattered memories in her head began to knit themselves back together.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve figured it out,” said Liam.

      Elaine glanced up at him sharply as he entered the Lifeless Garden. Her heart rose up into her throat. “Figured it out?” she said. “Does that mean—”

      “I know how to get you out of here,” Liam told her. He took a few long steps toward her, his blue eyes flashing in the darkness. “Now would be best.”

      Elaine blinked, overwhelmed by the idea. “N-now?” she said.

      Liam knelt down in front of her, taking her hand. A hundred wild emotions clashed inside her chest. I could leave. I could go home. I could see the sun again, and flowers—

      Flowers.

      Liam had pressed a rose — a living rose — into her hand.

      Elaine stared at it. “This is mine,” she said hoarsely.

      “I know,” said Liam. “The one you gave to Lord Blackfrost. It was the only living flower I could find here. I thought you could use it, if you get into trouble on your way out.”

      Elaine closed her fingers around the rose, hard enough to prick her skin. She barely noticed the pain. There was life in her hands — the real thing. She’d raised it herself, from a tiny seed.

      Tears choked at her throat. She pressed a hand to her mouth, unable to speak.

      Liam watched her intently. There was a strange expression on his face that she couldn’t identify. His fingers lingered on hers, warm and uncertain.

      Elaine looked up at him, clearing her throat forcibly. “Come with me,” she begged. “I can… I can help hide you.”

      Liam looked so torn. “I can’t,” he whispered. The words clearly pained him. “I can make it so he’ll never notice you’re gone, El… but he’ll never ignore it if his only son disappears. He’ll track me down. If I go with you, he’ll find you. I can’t let that happen.”

      “But—”

      Liam released her hand. He pressed a finger to her lips, and shook his head. “I don’t care if you’re willing to risk it,” he said softly. “I… I’m not. I can’t be responsible for you ending up back here again. I won’t live with that.” He rose back up to his feet. “Stay where you are for a second. Don’t move. I need to look at you.”

      Elaine choked down the arguments that battled at her defenses. How can I just leave you here? It’s not right, it’s not fair—

      Liam’s power flickered. Ice crawled along the ground, snaking up into a solid figure. He kept his eyes fixed on her, calculating, as the frost resolved itself into a rough statue, in the form of a woman.

      Elaine’s eyes widened. He’s making a duplicate of me? But of course he was. He’d probably done it many times before. This is how Liam gets people out without Lord Blackfrost noticing. He shows him what he expects to see.

      Slowly, the ice woman’s features refined themselves. Elaine watched with fascination as Liam’s magic carved her own eyes, her lips, her hair. The detail was extraordinary — even a bit unsettling. This is what I would look like if Lord Blackfrost got his wish, Elaine realized. I’d be just like this statue, sitting here forever.

      Liam paused, considering the statue in front of him. He flicked his eyes between Elaine and her representation a few times, before nodding. “I think that looks right,” he said.

      He offered her his hand, and pulled her to her feet. Elaine kept her grip on him, though, and he looked down at her with a carefully shuttered expression.

      After so long waiting, trapped in the Lifeless Garden… everything felt like it was happening too quickly.

      That doesn’t make sense, Elaine chastised herself. This place is awful. Why shouldn’t you want to leave as soon as possible?

      But Liam smiled ruefully at her, and she knew why it was she was hesitant to leave.

      “You’ll forget me,” he promised her softly.

      Elaine’s heart twisted in her chest.

      “I won’t forget you,” she whispered. “How could I?”

      “You will,” Liam assured her. He reached up to brush her cheek with his hand. Elaine savored the feel of it, terrified that it might be the last time she felt his touch. “But maybe that’s for the best.” He looked away. “The wards on the Garden are keyed to let me pass,” he told her, changing the subject abruptly. “They react to my magic. You don’t currently have enough of my power to fool them… but if I gave you more, I think you’d be able to leave.”

      Elaine tightened her hand on his. “More?” she asked. “How much more?”

      Liam shrugged. “All of it, I think,” he said.

      Elaine froze, her heart beating in sudden fear. “But then… you would be effectively mortal,” she whispered. “The Garden would affect you the same way it did me. No… worse. At least my own magic protected me for a while. You’d have nothing.”

      Liam grimaced. He didn’t deny her words. “I can set the same limit on this pact as the last one,” he said. “As soon as you leave Blackfrost, the pact will end, and I’ll be as I was. You’ll simply need to hurry.”

      Elaine swallowed. What he was proposing was incredibly dangerous — how long would he last in that Garden, alone and without any protection at all? What if she got delayed or captured?

      “No,” she said quietly. “No, let’s find some other way. There must be something else…”

      Liam’s cool blue eyes darkened as he looked at her. “Do you remember the sun, Elaine Halstead?” he asked her softly. The use of her name sent a shocked jolt through her soul; she gasped, tightening her fingers on his. “Do you remember who you used to be, before Blackfrost made you cold and frightened?”

      Elaine stared at him, fighting to catch her breath. She felt Liam’s grip tighten on her soul; too late, she realized the truth. A pact was never free. Most witches or mortals who took on pacts did so with the understanding that they were consigning themselves to lifelong servitude in return for the power it gave them.

      She had already promised Liam that servitude the first time she had pacted with him. He didn’t need her consent just to give her further power — he already had that connection.

      “I grant you my full power, until such time as you step foot outside of Blackfrost.”

      Power flowed through their bond, like cold, clear water. The sheer scope of it nearly overwhelmed Elaine; it was heady, intoxicating, and there was much more of it than she ever would have guessed in her wildest dreams.

      The effect on Liam was immediate. The sliver of ice in his eyes dimmed to a dull, mortal blue. He released her with a gasp and staggered back, as though a great weight had suddenly settled onto his shoulders. Elaine reached out to steady him, alarmed. His skin was already chill; the ever-present heat of his body had begun to seep away, devoured by the hungry realm that surrounded them.

      “No!” she gasped. “No, take it back!”

      Liam shook his head. His skin had gone even more pale than usual. “You’d better hurry,” he said hoarsely. “If I die, you’ll lose the power I’ve given you. There won’t be any escape for you then.”

      Elaine took a sharp breath. She balled up her fists, digging her fingernails into her palms in helpless frustration. She wanted to rage at him, to make him understand the decision he’d taken from her without asking… but a tiny, terrified part of her knew that he was already dying in front of her. Any extra delay might well end him.

      “I won’t forgive you for this,” she whispered.

      Liam shot her a forced smile. “You won’t remember,” he said. There was a hint of apology in his voice. “You should veil yourself. Just… pull the shadows around you. It’d be best if no one saw you at all, while you’re leaving.”

      Tears pricked at her eyes… but she reached out with the fresh power that hummed in her veins, seeking the ever present shadows of Blackfrost. They responded eagerly to her touch, winding around her like a shroud.

      There was a door to the Lifeless Garden. She had never been able to see it before. But with Liam’s magic surrounding her, it was plain as day.

      Even as she watched, the door opened.

      Lord Blackfrost strode through it, tall and pale. His light blue eyes were a cooler and less human version of Liam’s. His elfish features were sharp, unnatural — his high cheekbones slashed like the edge of a knife. Still, there was something undeniably magnetic about him; he had the sort of beauty that could drown you, if you let yourself gaze at it for too long.

      “That,” Lord Blackfrost said, in a puzzled tone, “was an awful lot of magic. What are you doing in here, Liam?”

      Elaine froze, barely breathing. Lord Blackfrost didn’t seem to have noticed her yet.

      Liam avoided the faerie lord’s gaze. Elaine saw him force himself to stop shivering, though the effort must have been immense. “She was being stubborn,” he said. “I was tired of waiting, so I sped up your magic and finished freezing her.”

      Lord Blackfrost turned to consider the statue beneath the stone willow tree. His brow knitted together. “This?” he asked. “This is the witch for whom I bargained?”

      “Yes,” Liam told him warily. “Who else would it be?”

      Lord Blackfrost sighed heavily. He shook his head. “That isn’t her,” he said. “See how beautiful she is? How few the imperfections?” He clicked his tongue. “This is the trouble with human emotion, Liam. Love is a poison. It clouds your judgement, and hobbles your mind.”

      Liam stared at him. “I don’t know what you mean,” he said hoarsely.

      “Of course you do,” Lord Blackfrost told him, with a facsimile of sympathy. “You’ve done this before, haven’t you? My own son betraying me, right under my nose. And your work was magnificent, I must say. I never once suspected… but this?” He waved a hand at the statue of Elaine. “It is a work of love. It is quite useless for its intended purpose.”

      Liam shuddered, and not purely from the cold. Elaine saw the immortal fear in his eyes as he considered his father… but he forced himself to straighten and address the faerie lord, even as the cold sank deeper into his bones. “Maybe so,” he said. “But you’re too late. I told her to seek shelter with the Lady of Briars. I expect she’ll have nearly made it there by now.”

      Lord Blackfrost laughed. It was a sound of pure, delighted amusement. “Oh, my son,” he sighed. “I never realized how quaint your talents. You’ve inherited the mortal ability to lie, haven’t you?” His eyes glittered. “Alas. Much as I enjoy this attempt at subterfuge, it will not do to have a son who defies me such. I fear that I shall have to end you and have another in your place. Perhaps my next son shall be more compliant.”

      “No!” Elaine gasped out the word before she could stop herself. Lord Blackfrost turned calmly to regard her. With one deft gesture, he stripped the shadows from her shoulders, revealing her entirely.

      “A warlock,” Lord Blackfrost mused. “How interesting. I thought you were opposed to the concept, little witch.”

      Elaine realized that she had instinctively moved herself between the faerie lord and his son in between thoughts. “You can’t… simply dispose of your children,” she told him shakily. Somehow, she managed to address Lord Blackfrost directly.

      The faerie lord tilted his head at her, politely befuddled. “Oh?” he asked. “Why ever not?” There was a genuine question in his voice as he said it — as though the thought simply hadn’t occurred to him.

      Elaine found herself struggling to grasp for sanity in the face of his confusion. How did one explain the basic concept of love and familial fidelity to a creature that had never experienced either emotion? “He… he’s something like a piece of you,” she managed, quickly reframing the idea in her mind in the most selfish terms she could imagine. “Would you destroy part of yourself?”

      This gave the faerie lord a moment of genuine pause. He tapped a finger against his chin, considering. “Well!” he said. “Hm. It would be a terrible shame to remove any bit of myself from this world. I am quite beautiful, after all, and he does take after me that way.” Elaine let out a breath of relief — but it was short-lived, as Lord Blackfrost straightened with a nod. “I shall make a statue of you as well, my son. Your beauty shall be eternal, here in the Lifeless Garden.” He smiled brilliantly, waving one hand. “I am merciful today, it seems. What a terrible flaw! At least no one shall ever know of it.”

      A choked sound came from behind Elaine, and she glanced quickly back toward Liam. Her eyes widened — his fingertips had turned glassy and semi-transparent.

      Elaine didn’t stop to think. She opened her Witchsight, knowing as she did that it might well drive her past the brink of sanity.

      Everything hit her at once. The sensations were maddening, the emotions overwhelming — oversaturated colors flashed and whirled with impossible rapidity.

      Dark, eldritch cold, misery, fingers reaching out to claw at heat and light—

      Elaine forced herself to let the vision wash over her and past her. She didn’t dare focus on the things her Witchsight was telling her. She reacted on instinct, refusing to examine the ideas too closely.

      Blackfrost wasn’t just a place. It was alive, and it was hungry, and right now it was trying to devour Liam, right in front of her. But it wasn’t doing so of its own volition. Lord Blackfrost was directing it.

      The faerie lord had a connection to the realm. It was his crown — a terrible circlet made of living shadows. Elaine couldn’t fight off the entirety of Blackfrost on her own… but she could fight him.

      The rose in her palm pressed its thorns into her skin, as though reminding her that it was there. She filled it with her magic — earth and life and growth — pouring every bit of herself into the spell. Witch magic was made of ideas… but Arcadia was a realm of nothing but ideas. Here, Elaine’s magic became utterly solid, and dangerously real. The rose twisted and sprouted, reaching eagerly for the ground beneath it.

      But that wasn’t all.

      Elaine felt as the other power in her blood seized on the flower, taking its cue from her desperation. The rose should have had trouble burrowing into the cold, icy earth… but instead, Blackfrost embraced its roots like an old friend come home, recognizing Liam’s borrowed power as something familiar. The briar that grew from that single rose twisted itself into the land, twining with the lifeless mockeries that surrounded her.

      And then… the Lifeless Garden came alive.

      Icy vines woke from their slumber, crackling into growth. Stone roses unfurled their leaden petals. The Garden bent itself around its lord, slithering toward him with a different sort of hunger entirely.

      Lord Blackfrost turned his eyes to Elaine now. The pleasant expression on his face now cracked for the first time; beneath it was a dark, inhuman fury. “How… dare you!” His voice was no longer beautiful; it hissed instead like a bitter winter wind. “This is my garden, witch! You will relinquish it to me immediately!” There was a command in the words, as cold and terrifying as the darkness behind the stars.

      His mantle flared, and Elaine’s mind cried at the sight of him in his full glory. Behind her, she knew that Liam had fallen to his knees, though, and she forced herself to look upon Lord Blackfrost with steel in her spine. The cold stone of the Lifeless Garden pressed against her feet reassuringly, lending her its strength. “Let him go,” she gritted out, though terrified tears had long since trickled from her eyes and frozen on her cheeks.

      Lord Blackfrost narrowed his cold eyes. “If I kill him, you shall have no more power here,” he observed in a chilly tone. “And believe me, witch, I shall then punish you for this insolence.” He raised one pale hand, and Elaine saw the way his mantle plucked the strings of Blackfrost, changing the nature of the spell that currently pulled at Liam.

      A scream sounded out from behind her. When she whirled to look, she saw red on the snow — the ice that had spread up Liam’s arms now splintered and bled. Panic clenched in her chest. I can’t let this happen. The thought came through the madness, utterly clear. I can’t lose him.

      Elaine closed her eyes. She wrenched at that panic, dragging it up to the surface, offering it out to the realm of Blackfrost as though ringing a dinner bell. Not him, she thought. You don’t want him, you want me. I’m scared, terrified. I’m a feast.

      It shouldn’t have worked. Anywhere else, it wouldn’t have worked. But Elaine had infected the Lifeless Garden with life; Lord Blackfrost’s connection to his realm wasn’t as strong here, blocked as it was by her invasive power. His control over Blackfrost wavered briefly. The spell he’d placed on Liam stuttered as the realm turned on Elaine eagerly, distracted. She took advantage of the moment, knowing that it was probably the only chance she would ever get, pushing all of her power into the briar at her feet.

      The thorns there surged, reaching out to snake around Lord Blackfrost’s feet, climbing his body like a serpent. Wicked spines of ice and stone bit into his skin… but while he screamed in fear and anger, no blood spilled from his injuries. One of his hands fell away to the vines, crumbling into soft white snow.

      The Lord of Blackfrost reached out for his realm, grasping for control of it… but it was too busy eagerly gorging itself upon Elaine. She felt its dark tendrils clawing their way inside her, flaying at her consciousness. Rational thought left her, replaced by blind terror. All she knew was the grip of the briars, and the certainty that she couldn’t allow her roses to let go of Lord Blackfrost.

      It took a long, awful time for her to realize that Lord Blackfrost’s screaming had stopped. That was not to say that all screaming had ceased. Elaine’s throat was hoarse. There was a ringing in her ears that she now recognized to be her own voice.

      She felt Liam’s cold, bloody hands on her shoulders. He pulled her close to him, whispering to her, using her name, begging her to come back. “He’s gone, El,” he rasped. “He’s gone, it’s okay…” But the realm had her in its grip, and it refused to let her go. It was going to end her, she knew.

      Elaine buried her face in his chest, gasping for breath. She didn’t have the words to tell him: it’s okay, you’re alive, I don’t care. When Blackfrost consumed the last bit of her, he would regain his power. He could leave. At least one of them would be free.

      Liam picked her up, cradling her against him. She closed her eyes and let herself enjoy the feeling of his arms around her. Blackfrost had her heat, but her fear had numbed away into a blissful, tired acceptance.

      But Liam was moving, his stride determined. At first, she wasn’t sure of his purpose… but even with her eyes closed, Elaine could feel the presence of Blackfrost’s mantle, burning in all its dark glory. Liam set her down gently next to it, and reached out grimly for that crown of shadows.

      No. She tried to croak the word at him, to stop him from picking up the crown. Cold, bitter tears stung at the corners of her eyes. If Liam picked up Blackfrost’s mantle, he would be bound forever to the realm he so hated. It would own a corner of his soul. Please, no, it’s not worth it, Liam… I’m not worth this.

      She heard his voice speak, calm and cold. “I am Liam O’Cuilinn, lord of this land by right of blood and conquest. I give you my pact. It is my will that you obey, Blackfrost, and no other.”

      Power flared, so overwhelming that Elaine lost her sanity again for a brief moment. But Blackfrost pulled its jaws away from her mind, sullenly retreating as its new ruler forced it back. Where the touch of the realm had once been, there was now only warmth and her name whispered softly to her, urging her back to herself.

      Liam held her tightly, his fingers tangled in her hair. As Elaine regained her senses, she noticed dimly that the terrible injuries once inflicted upon him had disappeared. He should have been chilled to the bone — mortal, fragile, and dying. Instead, he had regained his unnatural warmth… and more. With her Witchsight, she felt the crown of shadows upon his brow.

      The new power was a struggle, she could tell. The mantle didn’t fit him well; it fought his gentle nature, struggling against his grip like a serpent that he’d grabbed by the tail. It resented his command — especially his insistence on withholding it from its most recent, delicious snack. But Liam’s strength was, for the moment, utterly unyielding.

      Elaine finally opened her eyes to look up at him. The sight was awe-inspiring and heartbreaking, all at once. The blue of his eyes, more cold and clear than ever before. The white of his skin, now pale as snow, splashed in places with his own bright red blood. All of the edges of his features had subtly sharpened; his mien had become just a bit less real and a bit more otherworldly. A heavy blanket of power leaned upon the world around him.

      He was even more beautiful, even more overwhelming than his father had been. The slight edge of humanity made him almost touchable. Elaine realized belatedly that she had done just that. She pressed shaking fingers against the warmth of his cheek, and Liam’s cool eyes softened at her. He tightened his arms around her, leaning down to press his forehead to hers.

      “You’re all right,” he whispered. He seemed to be talking more to himself than to her now. “God, El…”

      Elaine choked on more tears. “What have you done, Liam? Why?”

      “I did what I had to do to save you,” Liam murmured. “I made my own bed, El.” He closed his eyes. “You have to go, though. I don’t know how long I can hold it back from you. I’m mostly playing this by ear.”

      “I can’t just… just leave you here,” she managed hoarsely.

      Liam smiled wryly. “You saved my life, El,” he said. “I owe you a debt. So… someday, you’ll have to collect on it.”

      The memory stuttered. Elaine tried to cling to it, frustrated. I tried to remember this, I wanted to remember this…

      She woke up in too-yellow sunlight, with the distinct feeling that something had gone terribly wrong.

      The Hedge around her had closed in tightly, in a boxlike prison. It grew more wild and more hungry than she had ever seen it before, peppered with vivid flowers in shades of color that the mortal world had never seen. Above her stretched a great green sky, with an immovable, toy-like yellow sun.

      A short, lithe figure blossomed into view just before Elaine, as though grown from the Hedge itself. Her hair, woven from willow reeds and dotted with fanciful flowers, tangled with the foliage around her. Her skin was a soft lavender color that reminded one of lilac petals; her eyes were an impossible green, shifting with alien emerald depths.

      “Finally,” said the Lady of Briars, in an inhuman, mellifluous voice. “You have come home at last.”
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      “Oh, god,” Elaine said. “You’ve taken me to the Briars.”

      The Lady tilted her head at that. A strange, beneficent smile hovered on her lips. “You are home,” she repeated. “You shall be safe here from now on.”

      Elaine shook her head violently. “Let me out!” she demanded. “I have things I need to do!”

      The Lady remained placid in the face of her anger. “Everything you need, you can find here in the Briars. There are so many gardens waiting for you. We shall walk them together.” Her alien green eyes danced. “You will love the Briars,” she said. “And they shall love you.”

      “I will not!” Elaine yelled at her. She reached out for the briars around her, binding them to her will. They were wilder and hungrier than she’d expected, but they responded to her touch anyway… for a moment.

      The Lady’s power slammed down upon her with unyielding sternness. Like a parent prying a toy from a toddler’s hands, the Lady wrenched the briars from Elaine, twisting them back into their original shape.

      “You are just as rebellious as she was,” the Lady said fondly. “I know this will take time. But we have all the time that we require now.”

      Elaine narrowed her eyes. Cold, violent power rose up within her.

      I won’t let this happen, she thought. I won’t be trapped all over again.

      This time, she lashed out with the hungry, withering magic of Blackfrost, raking at the Lady’s delicate lavender features.

      The unexpected power caught the faerie lord off-guard. A long, ugly black spot blossomed upon the Lady’s skin, seething up toward her right eye. She staggered back with a shocked cry, pressing her hands to her face.

      Elaine struck her again, this time across her chest. There was a beating heart of power within the Lady, she knew, if she could only find it. But if she opened her Witchsight, she’d be utterly staggered, she knew. The element of surprise wouldn’t last long, and she needed to kill the faerie lord before she recovered—

      A thorned vine snaked its way around Elaine’s ankle and pulled hard. Her feet went out from underneath her — her chin hit the ground, jarring her teeth and her skull. She tried wrenching control of the briar, but the hand that directed it was more powerful than hers, here in the heart of the Briars. The vines climbed up her body, pinning her down entirely.

      “Tabarnak!” Simon’s voice swore from behind her. “What did she do? Are you all right, Lady?”

      That cold fury dug deeper into Elaine’s soul. “You lying sack of—”

      A flower blossomed in her mouth, before she could spit out the rest of what she’d intended to say.

      Elaine thrashed against the warlock’s magic with everything she had. She froze the vines that held her limbs — but they grew back with unnatural speed, fuelled by the endless life of the Briars.

      Lord Blackfrost himself would have had trouble here, surrounded by the Lady’s power, she thought bleakly. My only chance was surprise, and I’ve lost that now.

      The wind picked up into a howl. The green sky rumbled with fury. The yellow toy sun shivered.

      “You insolent child!” the Lady of Briars hissed at Elaine. Her voice had utterly lost its mellifluence. It sounded now like wind creaking violently in the boughs. “After everything I have done for you!”

      Elaine closed her eyes in terror. She had the impulse to curl up into a ball, to cover her head with her arms, to hide from the sheer elemental fury of a petty god at the center of her own realm — but she could do none of that. Instead, she trembled and clutched at the power of Blackfrost inside her, trying desperately to freeze away her fear.

      I never thought I would find Blackfrost comforting, she thought bleakly.

      “It’s not her fault,” Simon assured the Lady. Elaine could barely hear his voice over the wind. “Lord Blackfrost has probably bewitched her. You were worried he’d done something of the sort, weren’t you?”

      The wind eased very slightly. Elaine felt the patter of rain upon her neck.

      “…yes,” the Lady said finally. “Yes, he has infected her. I shall simply need to purge his influence.” Elaine felt the faerie lord’s full attention bearing down upon her like a lead weight. In the fullness of her power, all the Lady had to do was look at Elaine to keep her on the ground. “I will put her to sleep. A hundred years should do much to leach his power—”

      “No!” Simon said quickly. “No, I don’t think that’s necessary. I’ll talk with her first. I’m sure I can get her to see reason.” He paused. “The Drowned Lord is looking for his warlock,” he said. “He might well know that she’s here. I came to let you know; I would feel better if you addressed the matter yourself.”

      The storm died down. The rain continued, but it remained a light, pleasant drizzle, instead of a downpour.

      “…she might attack you,” the Lady sniffed.

      “C’est ça. She might,” Simon agreed. “But I know her tricks at this point, and we’re at the center of the Briars. Please trust me to handle this.”

      The Lady of Briars sighed. “I understand,” she said. “You must want to spend time with her as well. As you wish — I will return shortly, once I have dealt with the Drowned Lord.”

      As she spoke the last word, the Lady melted into the briars behind her, and was gone.

      Simon looked down at Elaine for a long moment. He had shed his heavy coat and scarf here; instead, he wore a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and an old dark green vest. At the center of the Briars, he was no longer shivering and pathetic — his posture was invigorated, and his white-blond hair and keen green eyes made him look nearly like a faerie himself.

      “Please don’t attack me,” he told her. “We have only so much time. The Lady will eventually realize that I’ve lied to her.”

      He gestured once — and the briars that had held her captive ebbed away.

      Elaine staggered up to her feet, rubbing at her aching jaw. She fixed him with a deathly glare. “I had her,” she said. “If you hadn’t interfered, we both would have been free!”

      Simon shook his head slowly. “I’m already free,” he told her. “I tried to tell you, but you were obviously too upset to listen. The Lady and I have a different contract than usual. She cannot command me to do anything I don’t wish to do.”

      Elaine knitted her brow. “What?” she said. “Why would she make a contract like that?”

      Simon offered out his hand. “Let us speak while we walk,” he said. “I need to get you out of the Briars before she returns.”

      Elaine hesitated… but after a moment, she took his hand. It’s not like I’ve got very many options at the moment.

      Simon kept hold of her hand as he walked for the tangled wall of briars that had caged her until now. Like the Lady, he seemed to slip right through the brambles without resistance. Elaine felt his magic extend to her through his grip; the briars slid past her strangely, reshuffling themselves to avoid her.

      They came out the other side into a confusing assault of imagery and color.

      Impossibly tall trees surrounded them, reaching up into the strange green sky. Wind whispered through them, teasing through the leaves in a way that sounded almost like words. Flowers of every color, vines of every kind, climbed rampantly over the trees.

      It was beautiful. It was a wild, utterly unspoiled patch of nature unlike anything Elaine had ever seen before.

      Rain spattered on her face, cool and pleasant. The smell of damp leaves and flowers choked the air. For just a moment, she relaxed her grip on the shard of Blackfrost within her, which she had been clutching so tightly to herself.

      “You will love the Briars,” the Lady had said. “And they shall love you.”

      Elaine hadn’t believed her. But now, surrounded by so much life, she found her heart aching and her soul soaring. When she’d first walked into the Allan Gardens after leaving Blackfrost, it had felt like a religious transformation. Now, having left the real world and walked into the Briars, she was sure that she would never be able to look at those gardens the same way ever again.

      “You’ll forget me.”

      Cold blue eyes. The distant scent of sandalwood and evergreen.

      There was something that the Briars didn’t have. Would never have.

      “The Briars are quite lovely,” Simon said quietly. He had caught her expression, she knew. “If you wanted to stay, I wouldn’t judge you. But the way the Lady has approached this is not at all healthy.”

      Elaine forced her attention back to him. “What does she want?” she asked, frustrated. “Why does she act like she knows me?”

      Simon hesitated, and looked away. He pulled her forward by the hand, leading her through the great forest. “…you look an awful lot like her daughter, Rose,” he said. “I’m afraid that she… she isn’t quite sane enough to appreciate the difference. I mean to say: she understands, and she doesn’t, all at the same time.” There was an odd pain in his voice as he said the words. His hand drifted to his chest, and Elaine noticed for the first time that he was wearing something on a chain around his neck.

      “How did you know Rose?” Elaine asked.

      Simon jerked his hand away from his chest, as though burned. “I was married to her,” he said simply. There was a hollow note in his voice, and for the first time, Elaine allowed herself a moment of sympathy for the man.

      “In my experience,” Elaine said slowly. “Faerie lords don’t have any great attachment to their children.”

      Simon shook his head. “I think the Lady really did love her daughter,” he said. “In her own way, at least. I’m afraid that she’s fixated on the idea that she can replace her.”

      Elaine pressed her lips together. “I don’t feel very flattered,” she said. She shot him a considering look. “…exactly how much like Rose do I look?” she asked.

      Simon wouldn’t meet her eyes. “Quite a lot,” he replied, obviously uncomfortable with the idea. He hesitated. “You don’t need to worry. Unlike the Lady, I understand that humans are not interchangeable. I barely know you, after all.”

      An urgent thought occurred to Elaine. “You say she loved her daughter. But that’s not normal, Simon. Do you know how it happened?”

      A great discomfort flickered across Simon’s face. “I’m afraid I wouldn’t know,” he said. But it was clearly a lie.

      Elaine grabbed him by the shoulder, hauling him back. “I need to know,” she said. “There’s someone I have to help.”

      Simon paused. His bright green eyes were wary. “This is a dangerous subject,” he said. “You have no idea what you’re asking of me.”

      “I don’t care what I’m asking of you,” Elaine told him. “You clearly care about the Lady, but she’s ultimately responsible for almost every bad thing that’s happened to me. I ended up in Blackfrost because I was running from her.”

      Simon flinched, and she knew he hadn’t been aware.

      “If I hadn’t gone to Blackfrost, I wouldn’t have killed Lord Blackfrost, and Liam wouldn’t have had to—” She cut herself off, miserable. “I made mistakes too. But someone else got caught up in them, and it’s not his fault. If you know something, Simon, please tell me.”

      The warlock sighed. “…on one condition,” he said. “You must swear on your true name that you’ll never repeat what I tell you to anyone else.”

      Elaine’s mouth dropped open. “That’s the same as asking me to give you my name,” she protested.

      Simon nodded seriously. “That is true,” he said. “But that is my condition.”

      Elaine set her jaw. There was no guarantee that what he said would be of any use to her. Even if it was — handing her true name off to one of the Lady’s warlocks was a terrible risk.

      You thought it was impossible for faeries to love, only a moment ago. Now someone’s offering you the impossible.

      She gritted her teeth. “Fine. I swear upon the name Elaine Halstead. I will not repeat any details on the matter we are about to discuss.”

      The words crawled over her skin like tiny, biting ants, digging into her soul. She felt the anchor set itself inside her, unforgiving.

      Simon let out his breath. He nodded to himself. “When I first proposed to Rose, her mother forbade her to marry me. She said Rose belonged to her — that she would be losing her most valuable gardener.”

      Simon paused to rub at his glasses with his sleeve. “I didn’t know anything of it at the time. Even if I had, I admit, I’m not sure what I could have done against a faerie lord… but Rose told her mother she would buy her freedom with a priceless gift. She asked the Lady to pact with her for a year and a day — to grant her the power to change the Briars themselves, in order to carry out her work. Rose must have been quite persuasive to gain that power from her mother… but she was a difficult woman to refuse.” He smiled ruefully. “Rose told me she had to settle some family affairs before we married. I wasn’t, ah, expecting it to take a year. I eventually tracked her down and found her in the Briars… but that’s a different story entirely.”

      Elaine caught her breath. “Rose borrowed the power of the Briars directly,” she said. “You’re telling me she took a piece of her mother’s mantle?”

      Simon nodded. “At the end of the year, Rose presented her mother with a garden unlike anything the Briars had ever seen before. The Lady wept when she saw it, and called it a masterpiece. I can’t be certain… but I suspect that Rose took advantage of her power over the Briars to change them fundamentally. The garden was merely a ruse — a surface-level change that reflected the changes beneath it.”

      Elaine’s mind whirled. “The mantle is the realm,” she said. “If the realm itself were to change…”

      Simon considered her worriedly. “You’re looking to change a faerie realm?” he asked. “On purpose?”

      “Simon,” Elaine told him. “You have no idea how many stupid things I’ve done in the last few days. This is hardly the top of the list.” She eyed him. “Case in point: I just gave my true name to someone who serves a faerie lord who’s obsessed with me.”

      Simon shook his head. “I suppose you’re right,” he acknowledged.

      Elaine chewed on her lip. “Speaking of stupid things. You said Pallid Valentine is here. We’re not leaving her behind, are we?”

      Simon pinched at the bridge of his nose. “Pallid Valentine tried to sell your location to the Lady,” he told her. “Do you really want to set her loose again?”

      Elaine pressed her lips together. “I do,” she said. “No one deserves to be trapped here.”

      Simon shook his head. “If you insist,” he muttered. “But we’ll need to be quick.”

      He sped up his pace, walking them unerringly through the Briars.

      At one point, the rain melted away into darkness — the toy sun went out, replaced by thousands of alien stars.

      Underneath it all, something terrible waited… something vicious and hungry.

      By the time Simon stopped, just before the edge of a monstrous, twisted wall of thorns, Elaine was exceptionally on edge. It took her a moment to realize that they had made it to their destination — for there was a figure tangled up, high among the thorns.

      Pallid Valentine looked even worse than she had when she’d departed Toronto — and that was saying something. The Lady’s briars had carved whole ribbons of skin from the poor woman… but somehow, the blood was minimal. The briars, Elaine realized with horror, had leached much of the warlock’s blood; the tips of their thorns showed rosy tips, where they still idly drank from her.

      “This is horrible,” she choked out.

      Simon gave her a grim look. “You don’t hold a woman like Pallid Valentine without being a little bit horrible,” he said.

      “And you would have just left her like this?” Elaine demanded.

      Simon sighed. “The Drowned Lord is looking for her,” he said. “And as ruthless as the Lady has been with her, he is likely to be worse by far. Being trapped here might well be a better fate.”

      Elaine set her jaw. “I think we’ll ask her about that,” she said. “Can you get her down?”

      Simon reached out reluctantly for the briars. They shivered a few times — Valentine groaned softly — but eventually, they lowered her gently back down the ground and pulled away.

      Pallid Valentine’s bloody body remained. Slowly, she curled in upon herself on the ground, covering her face.

      Elaine hurried toward her, falling down to her knees. “I can get you out of here if we hurry,” she said. “Do you think you can you walk?”

      Valentine made a sound, deep in her throat. After a moment, Elaine realized she was laughing.

      “…you little fool,” she rasped. “You want to steal me from a vengeful faerie lord?”

      Elaine narrowed her eyes. “That is what I was about to do,” she said. “But if you really want to go back where you were, I can leave without you instead.”

      “No.” Valentine forced herself painfully to her hands and knees. “I have things to do. Just because they’re impossible doesn’t mean I should stop trying.”

      For just a second, Elaine felt a moment of kinship with the horrible woman. “What are you trying to do?” she asked. “The Drowned Lord didn’t send you to attack me. He’s looking for you right now.”

      “He would be,” Valentine muttered contemptuously. She spat on the ground. “I thought Blackfrost might buy my contract in exchange for your location. But he must have found you by other means. The Lady was my next best choice. She decided to break the information out of me instead.”

      Elaine pressed her lips together. “And did you?” she asked. “I had the impression you were harder to break than most.”

      Valentine shrugged. “I have a timetable,” she said. “I was more worried about wasted time. A faerie like that could forget me for years on end. It’d be too late, then.” She paused, staring at the ground. “Is there someone else there with you?” she asked.

      Elaine knitted her brow. “Yes,” she said slowly. “Can’t you see for yourself?”

      She ducked beneath one of Valentine’s arms, helping her to her feet. As she did, she caught sight of the woman’s ruined face — and choked.

      Pallid Valentine’s eyes had been gouged out by thorns.

      “What… what happened?” she managed. “Did the Lady do that to you?”

      Valentine straightened, forcing herself to walk — though she leaned heavily on Elaine as she did. “I withered half that stupid plant,” she replied. “But it grew back. An’ I guess it got angry.”

      Simon’s eyes widened as he saw Valentine’s state. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I should have come for you sooner—”

      Valentine laughed harshly. “Is that you, Wanderer?” she asked. “Lord, you always were a soft touch. The Lady won’t be kind to you when she finds out you’ve helped set me loose.”

      Simon frowned. “I’ll deal with her,” he said. “For now… you’re sure you want to risk the Drowned Lord’s wrath?”

      “I’ll deal wi’ him,” Valentine mocked him. “Now where the hell are we going?”

      Simon turned to look at Elaine. “That’s an excellent question,” he said. “It wouldn’t take long to get you home.”

      Elaine met his eyes. “I don’t want to go home,” she said. “I’m headed to Blackfrost.”

      Simon raised his eyebrows, very slowly. “You… want to go to Blackfrost?” he asked her skeptically.

      Pallid Valentine gave a blind, bloody smile. “What a treat,” she said. “Let’s not keep His Lordship waiting, then.”
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      Simon led them out of the Briars, into a dark, twisting area of the Hedge. Elaine knew the moment that they crossed the threshold of the two realms, though there seemed to be little visual difference between them. The black forest yawned before them like a mouth, swallowing them down into its shadowed depths.

      The sight of it set Elaine instantly on edge… but Simon seemed unperturbed. He pulled his brass compass from his pocket, and summoned up a tiny ball of golden foxfire to light their way.

      Fire magic and directional sense, Elaine thought. A brass talisman. Of course. He’s a Sagittarius.

      “Why exactly do you want to go to Blackfrost?” Simon asked Pallid Valentine, speaking back from his place ahead of them. His tone was distinctly suspicious.

      “I need to unburn at least one bridge, if I’m going to get anything done,” Valentine said. Her sightless eyes gazed in his general direction. “If the lady wants to go to Blackfrost, an’ Lord Blackfrost wants her protected, who am I to get in her way? I’ll play escort and hand her over.”

      Simon’s unease remained. “You’re not in any condition to be escorting anyone, by my reckoning,” he observed.

      Pallid Valentine smiled. “If I’m no threat, then why are you so worried that I’m walking behind you, Wanderer?”

      Simon was very quiet for a moment. “…touché,” he muttered. “Fine. But you’re on a time limit, you said.”

      “I’ve got a little less than a year left,” Valentine informed him. “But the Lady’s been known to put people to sleep for a hundred years at a time.”

      Elaine grimaced. “Is that a favorite of hers?” she muttered.

      Valentine scoffed, even as she leaned heavily on Elaine’s shoulder. “Don’t you read faerie tales?” she asked. “She put a whole kingdom to sleep once because she didn’t get a party invitation.”

      Elaine blinked. Oh. “I never made that connection,” she murmured.

      “And what happens at the end of that year?” Simon asked.

      Valentine smiled grimly. “I’ve only ever given a damn about two people in my life,” she said. “One of them sold me to a faerie lord. Something very bad will happen to the other one, if I don’t sort him out.”

      Elaine felt a sick pang in her stomach. “Wait,” she said. “Go back a bit. Someone else sold you to a faerie lord?”

      Valentine shrugged. “Back when I was married, good Christian women put their souls into the care of their husbands. That, too, is a binding contract. My husband gave me up to the Drowned Lord in return for unnatural long life.”

      Elaine recoiled. She nearly lost her grip on Valentine entirely, and had to struggle to haul her arm up over her shoulder again. “That is… horrific,” she managed.

      “You’re trying to garner sympathy,” Simon accused Valentine quietly. “After you used her like a bargaining chip. Miss Elaine might have ended up in servitude herself, for all you know.”

      “That’s also true,” said Valentine. “I never claimed to be a good person.”

      “I suppose keeping you in plain sight is still better than wondering where you’ve gone,” Simon muttered. He paused to check his compass. The little golden wisp stopped with him, bobbing in place. “Things have shifted a bit since I last came this way. I think we’re going to have to go through the Sleeping Bog, if we want to make good time.”

      Elaine shifted Valentine’s weight on her shoulder. “Is that really a good idea?” she asked hesitantly.

      Simon straightened. “Normally, I would say no. But the risk is worthwhile, if it keeps us ahead of the Lady. She will be coming to demand an explanation, I’m sure. You should be… safe… in Blackfrost by then.” His tone made it clear just how dubious he was that Blackfrost could ever be safe.

      Elaine was quiet for a moment. “…thank you for this,” she said finally. “You’ve gone very far out of your way for me. I know I wasn’t exactly kind to you the first time we met.”

      Pallid Valentine groaned against her shoulder. “You really shouldn’t say the words—”

      “—yes, I know,” Elaine muttered, irritated. “But I meant them. And everything they imply.”

      Simon turned to smile back at her, sheepish. “I appreciate that, Miss Elaine,” he said. “But I hope you understand, I would have done the same for anyone else in your position. I’m not going to help the Lady kidnap someone.”

      “You left me rotting for what felt like weeks,” Valentine pointed out. Her tone was biting and amused, instead of bitter.

      Simon stiffened. “Time moves differently in Arcadia,” he said. “I only found out you were here a few hours ago. Given that you got yourself into this mess, I decided to prioritize Miss Elaine first.”

      “Bullshit,” Valentine shot back. “You’ve got a strange attachment to her. I don’t have to be able to see to know you’re not doing this out of the goodness of your heart. What, you think she’s going to give you a grateful little kiss?”

      Elaine went red. “Stop,” she said. “Please. I don’t think this is a good idea, right here and now.”

      “You are heading into dangerous territory,” Simon warned Valentine sharply. For the first time since Elaine had met him, his voice grew cold. “I don’t wish for anything of the sort. I am leaving you both at Blackfrost. And bon débarras to you, in particular.”

      A strange blue light began to flicker at the edges of Elaine’s vision.

      Valentine snorted. “Right. You’re just a sweet fellow looking to help. Risking the wrath of his faerie lord on principle. At least be man enough to admit you’ve got other motivations.”

      Simon whirled on Valentine. “She reminds me of someone!” he said. “Is that what you want to hear? I loved my wife, and she is dead, and seeing someone so like her is destroying me!” His breathing turned ragged. “I do not want her. I am upset by her. If there is anyone I want right now, it’s—” He cut himself off abruptly, and went pale. “…someone else. It’s someone else I want. But that’s no matter.”

      Valentine went silent. Elaine thought she felt a hesitation in the woman’s body. Was that an instant of regret?

      The light wasn’t alone. It was joined by many others, all flickering in and out of view. Elaine stared, caught inextricably by the sight. Her head felt oddly light, as though it were floating far above her body.

      Valentine dug her fingers into Elaine’s shoulder. “Wait,” she said sharply. “Stop—”

      It was the last thing Elaine remembered, before the light overtook her.
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        * * *

      

      Mud climbed down Elaine’s throat. It tasted of rotting plants and methane… and maybe other, more awful things.

      Somehow, she’d waded into a deep bog — and then stepped off into a sinkhole. The afterimage of a hundred little blue lights danced across the back of her eyelids.

      She thrashed blindly, clawing her way up to the surface. She broke the top, coughing violently. Cold, moist air hit her face.

      “Si— Simon!” She tried to call out, but her voice was hoarse, and it came out barely a whisper. “Valentine!”

      Blue lights swam around her, just beyond her closed eyelids. Elaine kept her eyes screwed tightly shut, as she waded her way toward shallower ground. Her heart pounded in her chest. They’d gotten distracted. What if the other two were in trouble—

      Bony, rotted fingers closed around her ankle and dragged her back down.

      Elaine cried out — but the sound was strangled by the mud. She kicked backward, and her heel caught something mostly solid. The fingers failed to let her go, however.

      One of the Sleeping Bog’s previous victims had caught her in turn.

      She choked and gagged uselessly, trying to drive the mud from her mouth. Stars burst behind her eyes. I’m going to die, came the wild thought. This is going to kill me.

      Mud shifted and writhed. With a burst of magic, Elaine shot to the surface once more. Someone grabbed at her arm, hauling her forward onto solid ground.

      Valentine slammed a hand into Elaine’s back, hard enough to jar her rib cage. She coughed and spat, spitting the mud from her throat.

      “Are you a witch or aren’t you?” Valentine asked her, irritated. “You can do magic of your own, remember?”

      Elaine pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes, gasping for breath. “I… I panicked,” she said miserably. “I can’t believe I did that.”

      Valentine flicked her hands derisively. Elaine heard mud spatter all along the bog. The swimming blue lights outside her eyelids winked out abruptly.

      “How did you—” she started.

      “I’m blind,” Valentine told her shortly. “But I’ve still got Witchsight. A lot of things in Arcadia have magical auras — the two of you included.” She paused. “Which is how I know where the Wanderer of Arcadia has stumbled off to.”

      Elaine opened her eyes cautiously. Valentine had pulled an old ivory charm from a bracelet on her wrist. Capricorn, Elaine realized. Bone was a greater anchor for them… though salt also worked in a pinch. No wonder the Drowned Lord wanted her.

      Another surge of Valentine’s magic followed — old, strong, and practiced. The bog rippled and churned… and tossed a mud-soaked figured onto shore with them.

      Elaine hurried over toward Simon, pulling him upright. He coughed weakly, but slowly started blinking back to awareness. His brass compass was still clutched tightly in his hand — but his glasses were nowhere to be seen.

      “Oh… ugh,” he managed. “I can’t… believe… I got caught by a bunch of will o’ wisps.”

      “I heard you were an expert navigator,” Valentine observed wryly. “You must have been distracted by something unfortunate at the time.”

      Simon paused, dripping.

      It wasn’t quite an apology. But it was something.

      “…yes. Well.” He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Perhaps we should move. I’ve never heard of the Sleepers crawling onto land before, but there’s a first time for everything.”

      Elaine shuddered, thinking of the rotted hand that had grabbed at her ankle. “Yes, please,” she said.

      This time, as they walked, Simon scattered strange lines of golden fire in their wake. Every once in a while, Elaine saw a tiny blue light in the distance run into one of those glowing lines and dart away again, as though confused.

      Eventually, they came out into the Hedge again, and the air slowly grew more and more chill. Elaine shivered miserably, still covered in wet mud. She dug into her side bag, but the coat she’d brought with her was soaked.

      Simon gestured, and the little golden fire he’d created before roared back, even more strongly than before. The heat of it was more than just physical — it was deeply comforting, like a fire in the hearth on a winter’s night, or a nightlight gently illuminating your room when you were scared. Most Sagittarius had a dry, scorching heat to their magic… but there was something much softer about Simon’s power. It was weaker — but also kinder, and less harsh.

      Even Pallid Valentine relaxed just a little bit, beneath that glow.

      Simon peered down at his compass absently, blinking a few times. He didn’t seem useless without his glasses, but their absence wasn’t doing him any favors either. The bright, soothing magic was so second-nature to him that it barely took his attention.

      It’s hard to do that sort of magic without having the feeling within you already, Elaine thought. She shifted on her feet uncomfortably. Simon had made it clear that he found her presence more distressing than comforting. I wonder what he’s thinking about instead. Or… who.

      “I think we’re closing in on Blackfrost,” Simon murmured. “It shouldn’t be long now.”

      “Let’s see if Lord Blackfrost is in a mood to entertain,” said Pallid Valentine.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s getting darker, isn’t it?” Elaine asked.

      Simon nodded quietly. “The sun never rises on Blackfrost,” he said. “Though… I’m sure you know that.” His tone was calm, but Elaine thought she detected a hint of unease now in his posture.

      “I appreciate your help, Simon,” she said. She hoped that her sincerity came through in the words. “But I understand if you need to turn back soon. I imagine that traveling too close to Blackfrost might be hard on you.”

      Pallid Valentine had grown weaker since her expenditures of magic at the Sleeping Bog. She leaned more heavily on Elaine than ever before. But she still found the strength to chuckle softly. “That’s not what he’s afraid of,” she said.

      Simon rolled his shoulders uncomfortably. “I’m a bit… apprehensive,” he admitted. “Lord Blackfrost and the Lady of Briars have despised one another for an eternity, as far as I can tell. It might simply be in the nature of their realms. Whatever Lord Blackfrost may think of you personally, he could take my presence nearby as a sort of deadly insult.”

      He didn’t elaborate any further — really, he didn’t need to. Elaine had experienced the wrath of a faerie lord more than once now. It was not an experience she was eager to repeat again in her lifetime.

      “Liam wouldn’t—” Simon shot her a raised eyebrow before she could finish, and she cut herself off. The Liam she knew wouldn’t have hurt Simon. But Liam had said himself that he was changing. If his mantle took a dislike to Simon, would he have the willpower and the presence of mind to thwart it?

      “—I wouldn’t let him hurt you,” Elaine corrected herself. “If he tries, he’ll have to go through me first. And I don’t think he’s so far gone yet that he would do that.”

      Simon frowned. “I don’t particularly relish that thought either, Miss Elaine,” he said. “But I would prefer to know, at least, that you’ve made it to your destination in one piece.”

      They walked in uneasy silence after that. When Elaine next pried her attention away from the whispers of the Hedge, she realized that she was having trouble seeing the path in front of her. The only thing lighting their path at all was Simon’s little golden flame — and even that was beginning to look wan and uncertain against the hungry darkness.

      The final transition between Blackfrost and the Hedge was not subtle. The dark realm ate at the edges of the green labyrinth, gnawing it down. A clear, clean line of bitter frost cut across the plants, covering them in an unnatural white; some of them looked as though they’d been frozen solid just that day. More than that, Elaine could feel the boundless hunger of Blackfrost just before them, pressing in with impatience against the sprawled tangle of the Hedge.

      Simon stopped them a good ten meters from that line, considering it grimly. Now that they were faced with the cold reality of Blackfrost’s dark appetite, Elaine could tell that he was reconsidering his decision to lead her there.

      Her own resolve was admittedly shaken by the sight. It had been one thing to know, intellectually, that she needed to return to the realm that had stolen her warmth and flayed her mind. But now, standing directly in front of it, she was assaulted all over again by the shattered memories of her captivity.

      Stone trees, icy roses, cruel laughter, red blood on white snow—

      “...it’s not too late to turn back,” Simon told her quietly. “Though it certainly may be, as soon as you cross that line.”

      Elaine shook her head. Her entire body had begun to shake, she knew. But she couldn’t turn back.

      She forced herself to remember why it was she’d come, instead.

      A warm cloak, tucked around her shoulders. Lips on her forehead. Cold power — not hard-edged and hungry, but soft like freshly-fallen snow.

      “You’ll forget me.”

      “I won’t forget you,” Elaine whispered. “Not again.” She straightened. “I’m going in there,” she said forcefully. “For better or worse. Perhaps it’s best you put some distance between you and Blackfrost, Simon.”

      Valentine straightened slowly, forcing some strength into her frame. She flexed her fingers, forcing warmth back into them. “I need to talk to Lord Blackfrost anyway,” she said. “I’m coming wi’ you.” She tilted her head in Simon’s general direction. “That means you don’t need to stick around, Wanderer.”

      Simon’s brow knitted. Elaine saw concern on his face, warring with self-preservation. He shook his head. “No. I… I think I’ll wait here. I might do more harm than good setting foot in Blackfrost — but I can be here, at least, if you need help.” He paused, and sighed. “…either of you.”

      Elaine shot him a rueful smile. “You should come by the shop again when this is all over,” she told him. “I promise, I won’t kick you into the snow this time.”

      Simon rubbed at his face. Mud flaked off lightly beneath his hands. “I’ll consider it,” he said. “…maybe once summer comes.”

      Elaine turned, and moved toward the frost-slashed border — but stopped abruptly, stumbling in place. Something had snaked around her ankle. As she looked down toward her foot, she saw that one of the Hedge’s vines had blossomed into sudden, vibrant green growth, and entangled her feet. Another had wound its way around Pallid Valentine, who staggered and slammed to her knees, unable to catch herself.

      Confused, Elaine reached out her power to nudge it away — and hit a wall of unyielding faerie power.

      “…Simon?” she asked slowly. “Is this yours—”

      Elaine cut herself off as she saw Simon’s shocked expression. As the vines climbed further up her body, he reached out his power to forestall them, trying to pry them away. The magic he’d been given was supremely unhelpful, though — it was, after all, incapable of working against its own master.

      “Walk into Blackfrost? How truly awful. You cannot mean it.”

      A short, lithe figure blossomed into view just behind them, as though grown from the Hedge itself. The Lady of Briars considered Elaine very calmly, for all that her hair wilted and withered at the edges, this near to Blackfrost.

      “Since you will not stop this madness, Simon,” she said, “it seems that I must do it myself.”
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      “You must let go of Miss Elaine,” Simon told the faerie lord.

      The Lady turned her luminous eyes upon him with a furious, inhuman look. “I trusted you to protect her, Simon!” she hissed. “And here you are, leading her into danger!” The heavy weight of her power leaned down upon them; her voice snapped like a reed in a hard breeze.

      Simon bore up beneath that gaze only with great difficulty. “She doesn’t wish to go with you,” he managed. “You should know me well enough by now to understand that I will not kidnap someone for you.”

      Elaine took advantage of the Lady’s brief distraction with her warlock to wriggle against the vines that even now continued twining up her form. She managed to tug one leg free as the Lady let her attention lapse — but the motion regained the faerie lord’s attention, and the Lady reached out her magics again, more insistent than ever. Nearby, Pallid Valentine hissed in pain as thorns crawled their way up her body, reopening wounds that had only just begun to heal.

      “I shall deal with you in a much more appropriate manner soon enough,” the Lady told Valentine coldly. She shifted her attention to Elaine, and her voice softened. “You silly girl,” she said, with a soft, reassuring smile. “Why would you walk into Blackfrost again, when you so recently escaped its clutches? You really must be enchanted by something.”

      Elaine gritted her teeth. She pressed her own magic against the Lady’s. She dug deeper, allowing the cold, hungry magic of Blackfrost to suffuse her… but the best she could manage was to slow the creeping vines. It was easier, with the Lady outside of her own realm… but while the faerie lord wasn’t quite so impossibly strong this time, she was old, and she was mighty, and she definitely had the advantage.

      “I don’t want to go with you and live in the Briars!” Elaine snapped. “How many times do I have to tell you that before you’ll understand it?”

      The Lady tilted her head, as though she couldn’t comprehend the words. “You are simply misguided,” she cooed softly. Her voice lowered from its anger into something more charming. “You will see. You must simply give it time. I will give you a thousand beautiful gardens of your own. All of the flowers there shall know you and love you, just as before. And Simon, you will love him too—”

      A lick of frost surged up through Elaine’s blood at that. She shattered one of the vines that held her ankles, just long enough to take one step toward the Lady. “I already love someone,” she snarled. “And I very much doubt you’ve asked Simon how he feels on the matter.”

      The Lady blinked violently. A flower blossomed, catching Elaine in the mouth. She coughed on the rest of the sentence, spitting uselessly at its petals. The Lady of Briars looked terribly stricken, as though Elaine had pierced her through the heart.

      “You are out of your right mind,” said the faerie lord, though her long fingers worried at one of the flowers in her hair. “Everything shall be fine. You shall see. Everything shall be perfect again.”

      Out of my right mind? Elaine wanted to scream. That was rich, coming from a faerie lord who’d somehow gone even more insane than usual. Still, she realized, she wasn’t going to win this confrontation by sheer strength. All she needed was one opening, one opportunity; if she could set one foot in Blackfrost, the Lady would be hard-pressed to follow her there—

      Someone else had been struck by the same thought. The Lady whirled suddenly, her jewelled eyes wide with fear. “Simon!” she cried. “What are you doing?”

      In an instant, the faerie lord’s power retreated from Elaine, rushing instead toward the warlock. But the Lady was too late: Simon had taken that last fateful step across the line of the Hedge and into Blackfrost.

      The Lady’s vines withered instantly as they tried to cross that line. Blackfrost drank their life greedily, feasting on her overextended magic.

      Simon sighed. His face was difficult to see in the darkness, but Elaine heard his voice clearly as he spoke. “Lord Blackfrost!” he called loudly. “I have… er… defiled your domain, with the power of spring! Will you let this insult pass unchallenged, or will you come to greet me yourself?”

      Elaine spat the flower from her mouth, crying out after the warlock — but a sudden and sinister silence had fallen, drowning out all sound. Lord Blackfrost’s power leaned upon the earth and sky itself, darkening what little light remained and bowing them all beneath its weight. Only the Lady of Briars stood before it without yielding; and even then, her willow-branch hair wilted a little bit more at the edges. Here in his own realm, Lord Blackfrost was a breathtakingly powerful presence… and as far as Elaine could feel, there was entirely too much of Blackfrost and entirely too little of Liam’s own power in that presence.

      She shouldn’t have been able to see him at the center of that darkness… but she did. Liam’s entire mien had transformed from the last time she had seen him. His skin, already pale, now looked more like that of a ghost than a man. The crown of shadows on his head burned like fire. The ice blue of his eyes cut through the gloom, commanding the world to its knees.

      Terror shot through Elaine as she saw him in that crown. She had underestimated the hold that Blackfrost had on his soul, she realized. Away from his realm, Liam had been given the chance to reassert his mind. Now that he’d returned, Blackfrost had taken back its ruler.

      “Another lord’s warlock in my realm, and the Lady of Briars on my very doorstep,” Liam observed coldly. His voice traveled through the silence like the calm before a storm. His icy eyes showed no hint of the man she knew was underneath. “I must not have made my feelings on visitors clear enough.”

      If Simon meant to say something in reply, his voice was swallowed up by the dread silence. Liam gestured at him with a single, long-suffering sigh. The Lady’s warlock buckled at the gesture, falling to his knees. Elaine thought he might have been screaming, but the air carried no hint of it.

      Liam! Elaine tried to call his name, but the word failed to cut through the silence. She had to stop him. She didn’t dare to think about what she’d do if Liam did something irreversible. Stop! she tried to scream. It’s not his fault! He was trying to help me! Look at me, Liam!

      She struggled against the Lady’s vines… and found that they gave way with a strange sort of ease.

      Pallid Valentine, bloody and forgotten, had withered the briars around them both.

      Her blind, black eyes stared in Elaine’s general direction. There was an odd despair behind them. A drop of the Drowned Lord’s power leaked out from her, pressing against the dreadful silence. “Just go,” Valentine whispered to her. Somehow, the words managed to carry, even against that stillness. “Run. One of us should.”

      Elaine shook her head.

      The Lady of Briars drew up to her full height. Before, she had seemed almost tiny in stature… but now, her power unfolded around her, driving against the darkness. It was like watching a titan beat its fists upon a mountain. The vines around her spiked into thorns, sweeping against the frost — somehow beating it backward inch by inch. Her green eyes blazed with inhuman fury. Elaine caught sight for just a moment of a tall crown of briars threading its way across her head.

      “Return my warlock, Lord of Ice and Shadow!” The Lady’s voice broke through the stillness in a way that neither Simon nor Elaine had been able to manage. No longer sweet and beckoning, her tone was now like the creaking of a thousand boughs in a storm, sneering in condemnation. “He is mine! You have no right!”

      Liam laughed. It was a pleasant sound. That was the worst part by far, because Elaine knew he meant nothing pleasant by it. “You send your warlock into my territory to threaten me, and now you want him back?” he asked incredulously. “What a terrible joke. Then again, I suppose I am laughing.”

      Elaine stumbled toward the border, gasping for breath. The tension on the air was awful. It took all of her power just to stay upright against the sheer gravity of it. Simon was already hurt — to what extent, she couldn’t tell. She wasn’t sure what might happen if the Lady of Briars tried to throw her full power against the realm of Blackfrost itself, but she had a suspicion that the result wouldn’t be good. And Liam…

      She wasn’t worried that Liam might get hurt. Looking at him in his full glory, the thought seemed impossible. No… his body wasn’t the problem. It was his soul in the balance now.

      I brought this to him, Elaine thought desperately. I have to stop it.

      Her body began to shiver; she gritted her teeth and shored it up, flooding her body with the power Liam had given her. But the closer she got to Liam — to Blackfrost itself — the harder it became to stay upright. Like the Lady, he had unfurled his full mantle, paying little heed to the smaller creatures that surrounded him… and he currently stood within Blackfrost itself.

      “Simon is a foolish child, playing with dangerous toys,” the Lady hissed. “I did not send him to your realm.” She reached her hand toward Liam, outstretched. Her power followed the gesture, writhing stubbornly inward toward the place that Simon had fallen… but it was clear that she was struggling to reach him.

      “Foolish children do not last long in Arcadia,” Liam replied. There was a cruel amusement in his tone. “Of all people, you should be aware that wolves are likely to eat them up.”

      Elaine staggered into frost. As cold as the world had been just outside of Blackfrost, it was nothing compared to the unforgiving plunge of temperature that hammered down upon her in that moment. She curled up, trying to hold onto what little heat she had left. The air sliced at her throat going down. Her fingers were already numb.

      The realm lunged for her mind with unmitigated glee. The scars of her previous imprisonment were there within reach, begging to be reopened.

      But images had begun to flood in slowly, floating their way to the top of her mind. Elaine sifted through them, clutching at each flash of blue eyes, warm arms, soft conversations in the dark. As she had crossed its threshold, Blackfrost had yielded up her lost memories at last.

      Elaine clung to those memories, drawing strength from them. She opened her Witchsight, searching her coat for seeds. Her fingers were too numb to pluck them out though, and she cast about aimlessly, looking for something, anything, to grasp at with her magic. What on earth can I find in Blackfrost? she thought desperately.

      A flash of life caught her attention, buried deep beneath the snow. Elaine clawed for it with her magic, forcing her will upon it.

      To her shock, her target didn’t just respond… it bloomed.

      A barbed rosevine of ice and stone climbed its way atop the snow, thrilled to feel the touch of its old master once again.

      How? Elaine thought, dazed. How had it survived? How had it come so far from the Lifeless Garden, all the way to the very edges of Blackfrost?

      Consciousness flooded her; as with the Hedge, she realized, she had touched a nerve system that was large, sprawling. The frost flowers had grown, spilling out of the Lifeless Garden like an eager child, permeating every corner of the realm. Born of Blackfrost’s son and Elaine’s lifegiving magic, they had managed not just to eke out an existence there, but to thrive. Liam must have done less than nothing to discourage them, for they grew wild in absolutely every nook and cranny of Blackfrost.

      A wild idea had been growing at the back of her mind. She embraced it fully now, desperate for any possible solution.

      She called in the rest of her debt.

      Cold, awful power flooded her, all at once.

      Elaine wasn’t certain whether it was fire or ice that tore through her body. The power was broad, deep, impossible — dark as the silent night and endless as the void. There were no stars to light her way through that shadow. The bleak winter of Arcadia laughed at her fragility. Mortal, mortal, what have you touched, the darkness taunted. What have you dared to claim? It was utter despair — the certainty that light would never come again.

      Had this been what Liam had gone through when he’d taken on his father’s mantle? No. It would have been much worse. Even this was only a portion, compared to the crown of shadows that he wore.

      A frost rose slithered its way between her fingers, thrilled to touch her directly. Somehow, it tore her from her mad despair.

      Liam. I have to change Blackfrost, to help him.

      She closed her eyes and summoned up every last ounce of her strength, driving her memories, her hopes and emotions, into the roses that now spanned every inch of Blackfrost. She remembered Liam as he was, and as he had become.

      Power like freshly-fallen snow, the comfort of darkness when you were weary.

      The quirk of his mouth as she re-tied his scarf.

      His soft whisper. “You’re going to forget me.”

      His touch on her cheek, his lips at her neck, so careful to breathe only the first part of her name, even while she drove him off the edge—

      The impossible expanse that was Blackfrost shuddered.

      The realm tried to revolt against her power; it tore at the frost flowers as though they were thorns underneath its skin, rebelling against its lord’s wish to keep them out of a sense of sheer survival. Elaine held strong, clinging to the vines of ice and stone which ran like veins throughout the Arcadian realm, steadying them with every iota of her magic and her being.

      I have not forgotten you, she thought, though she couldn’t speak the words aloud. Your name is Liam O’Cuilinn, and I love you.

      Elaine felt it, the moment that Liam’s startled power reached for hers. Her eyes were sealed closed, her lashes frozen — even her Witchsight was blinded with an overwhelming array of sensations. But somehow he found her, through it all. Five years from the day that he had first taken on Blackfrost’s mantle, he was no longer an overwhelmed, out-maneuvered new lord, though the realm had done its best to wear him down.

      He dragged its jaws from her mind, from her flowers, forcing it back into submission. Elaine felt the new vigor in his touch, the certainty that she had offered him along with his name.

      Her body was cold, but she felt warm, and blissfully complete. I found you, she thought. I didn’t forget you.

      “Elaine Halstead.” She heard his voice now, hoarse and distant. “Accept a pact with me, please. Please, El, don’t leave me…”

      Elaine struggled. Yes. The word formed in her mind, but she couldn’t force it past her lips. Her body had stopped shivering. That was bad. She knew somehow that it was bad.

      His lips pressed against hers, impossibly warm. She felt the crown of shadows on his brow flickering madly, crazed with conflict. She had won, she had beaten Blackfrost, but he needed her help to make the change last permanently, in spite of its bitter struggles.

      Say yes, she thought. You have to say yes. Somehow, she forced her lips to move.

      “Y-yes.”

      The world stopped.

      The endless, starless darkness seethed… but failed to touch her.

      Elaine felt his warmth, his arms around her in the dark. Despair fell away, powerless before him. Liam was its ruler… and all of that boundless, eternal night could not break his gentle touch.

      If light never came again, Elaine realized, then at least Liam would always be with her in the darkness.

      She opened her eyes in the deepest shadow of Arcadia, but all she saw was his cool blue eyes.

      “Elaine,” he whispered. The sound of her name shot through her like a bolt, burying itself inside her soul. “I didn’t… how…”

      Elaine managed a weak smile. “I love you, Liam,” she said, because she hadn’t been able to tell him before.

      Liam pulled her close, burying his face in her hair. “I love you,” he whispered back. “I thought I’d lost you, Elaine.”

      “I th-thought I’d lost you too,” she admitted. She tried to tighten her grip on him, but her muscles were still regaining their strength. Beneath her feet, all around her, she became aware of Blackfrost, seething impotently against her. Bewildered, she reached out to touch it… and felt it grudgingly submit.

      Her eyes widened. “Your mantle. Liam, what did you give me—”

      “Blackfrost nearly… I nearly killed you,” he managed brokenly. “I can’t let that happen ever again.” He took a breath. “I gave you… part of my authority.”

      He shared a piece of his mantle with me. The crown.

      Elaine reached out with newfound senses. She was dumbfounded to realize that her limited sense of the realm had expanded much further than her frost flowers. If she concentrated, she could see each corner of the realm, picking out details bit by bit. There were the cypress trees, their needles carved from ice. There were the canyons that howled with jagged winds; the skittering of tiny faerie snowflakes that stretched and danced upon the breeze; the dark, watery depths that slept beneath the ice; the Lifeless Garden, secreted away at the center of the realm, no longer lifeless but overgrown with frost flowers…

      Simon!

      She searched for the warlock quickly, panicked. Her attempts were clumsy, though, and her aimless flailing sent her mind whirling across the skies instead. She forced herself to calm down, think; Simon couldn’t be far from where they were, and Blackfrost knew where its lord currently was. She honed in on that point of reference, feeling Liam next to her in the darkness — then, not far from him at all, the crumpled figure of the warlock, shivering in the snow. Blackfrost had begun to tear at him, searching out his warmth and stealing it away. Worse still — she blanched — it had opened up his old mental scars, feasting on his grief.

      Get away from him! Elaine snarled. She tore those black tendrils from his mind, clearing them away. She felt Liam’s surprise as she did it, but he didn’t interfere.

      Now that she knew where Simon was, Elaine disentangled herself from Liam, hurrying toward him physically. There was no light, but she no longer needed it to guide her steps. “Simon!” She dragged him upright, shaking him. “Simon, wake up! It’s all right, I promise, it won’t hurt you anymore!”

      Simon shuddered, opening his eyes. The green in them had dimmed visibly, hinting now at a warmer, simpler brown beneath. He focused on Elaine with effort, dragging himself back to the present.

      “Rose,” he whispered. He stared at her with an awful emptiness in his eyes. His voice cracked horrendously. “I’m so… I’m so sorry. I should have been there.”

      Elaine stared down at him in horror. Blackfrost dragged him through it all over again, she thought. This place… this awful place.

      “I’m not Rose,” she told him, her voice choked. “That’s been a long time now, Simon.” Gingerly, she reached out toward him with the gentle roses of Blackfrost — curling around his spirit, grounding his sense of self again.

      He closed his eyes, and breathed in shakily.

      “Simon?” she asked softly.

      “I’m all right,” he whispered. “I’ll be fine.” He opened his eyes again, and though the green was still faded, the brown seemed to have mostly receded. Somehow, he found it in him to smile, though the expression didn’t reach the rest of his face. “That went better than expected,” he told her hoarsely.

      Elaine let out a long, worried breath. “You stupid fool!” she said. “Defiled your domain? Really? Couldn’t you have just asked him to come and talk politely?”

      “I got theatric,” Simon admitted, still trembling. “I didn’t think he’d come himself if I didn’t make it over-the-top.”

      Elaine became aware of Liam standing just behind her. The crown of shadows on his head had steadied and receded, like embers finally going out. He considered Simon with a much calmer gaze now. “You insulted me at a particularly unstable moment, I’m afraid,” he said. “You were trying to help. I repaid your selflessness quite badly, didn’t I?”

      Simon shivered, and Elaine became aware through Blackfrost’s unique hungers that he was still more shaken than he seemed. He reached up to touch his fingers to the chain at his neck.

      “I taunted you,” Simon said finally. He let his hand fall away from the chain. “But if you feel any remorse at all, please spare my patron any further grief. I know that she has caused you untold insult and trouble, but…” The green in his eyes strengthened, and he turned to look through the darkness, toward the borders of Blackfrost. “…I can’t help the pity I feel for her. I do not know if it will ever go away, no matter how much or how little she deserves it.”

      Liam turned to consider the border. It was now cloaked by a deep and abiding darkness… but as Elaine listened, she thought that she could hear the broken sobs of the maddened faerie lord.

      “My daughter,” she whispered. “My son. Please give me back my son…”

      Elaine glanced at Simon, surprised. Liam echoed her gesture, his brow knitted. “You don’t share blood with the Lady of Briars,” he said. “What does she mean by calling you her son?”

      Simon blinked slowly. A flash of emotion crossed his face, more quickly than Elaine could decipher it. He coughed, embarrassed. “I… I suppose some bonds are not made of blood,” he said quietly. “I didn’t realize I had made such an impression upon her.” The fresh injury in his eyes knitted back together somewhat, softened by the revelation.

      Elaine offered her hand to him, and he took it, pulling himself shakily to his feet.

      The sky lightened, ever so slightly. There was no sun in Blackfrost, but there was at least a bit of light reflected off the snow now — from what quarter, Elaine couldn’t tell. The Lady of Briars had leaned herself against the border of the realm; Elaine saw that her hair and hands had wilted from the chill, as she beat herself against its edges. The Lady’s dull, grief-stricken eyes fixated on Simon as the darkness ebbed, and she let out a fresh cry.

      Simon staggered across the border hesitantly. The moment that he did, the faerie embraced him, sobbing. “My child,” she said. “My foolish boy, my Simon…”

      Simon carefully returned her hug. “I’m all right, Mother.” Elaine heard him whisper it very quietly. His tongue seemed awkward on the word Mother, as though he was trying it for the very first time. It soothed the Lady, though, and Elaine thought she saw a sad smile flicker across the faerie lord’s face in return.

      Elaine hurriedly searched the tangled briars outside of Blackfrost. Finally, her eyes fell upon Pallid Valentine, bloody and unmoving. The Drowned Lord’s warlock looked like a pale puppet with her strings cut.

      Elaine knelt down beside her, pressing a hand to her cheek. Her skin was as chill and clammy as ever, though, as her body dripped with the brackish water of the Deeps. The warlock’s blind eyes fluttered open, staring sightlessly.

      “He’s coming,” Valentine said quietly. “The Drowned Lord. I’ve lost.”

      For the first time, Elaine heard real anguish in her voice. For years, Valentine had stoically endured her predicament… but something truly terrible had cut through that misery now, to stab at what little remained of her heart.

      “No,” Elaine whispered. “I won’t let that happen.”

      “You have no choice,” Valentine said. “I gambled, an’ I lost. As long as I belong to him, I can’t stop him.” Cold, salt tears gathered in her eyes. “He’ll take the last thing I care about before the year is out.”

      Black water gathered beneath them. Salt water hissed and withered at the briars that still littered the edge of Blackfrost.

      The Lady of Briars pulled back from that water, still holding tightly to Simon. Her green eyes flared with warning.

      A pale figure, strangled with seaweed, stepped up out of the black water.

      And then, there were three faerie lords.
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      “And here you are,” the Drowned Lord rasped. His black eyes bore down upon Pallid Valentine. “Searching for succor from cold Blackfrost?”

      Elaine rose to her feet slowly, placing herself between the warlock and her master. His dead eyes narrowed upon her, but his presence overwhelmed her less than it had done before.

      The realm of Blackfrost pressed at her back, lending her power.

      I don’t know what to say, she thought. But she knew that she couldn’t let him leave with Valentine.

      “Another fallen witch,” the Drowned Lord observed, staring her down. “Though you whine so often about your yokes, it seems that none of you can help yourselves. Power is all you truly desire.”

      Elaine found her voice. “Valentine didn’t sell herself to you,” she said. “Her husband did that, didn’t he?”

      The Drowned Lord laughed hoarsely. “She sold herself to him,” he said. “For whatever payment you mortals find compelling. He merely passed her on to me.”

      Simon met Elaine’s eyes, where he stood with the Lady of Briars. He still looked ragged and miserable, but he took a step toward her anyway, suggesting his support. If it came to blows, Elaine knew, he would do his best to help… as little as he might be able to contribute, at this point.

      “For love,” Elaine told the Drowned Lord quietly. “We find an awful lot compelling, for the sake of love. But I don’t think you understand that word.”

      Ice snaked out beneath her feet, as Liam set foot outside his realm. He pressed a reassuring hand to the small of her back, where the other faerie lord couldn’t see. “Trouble at my doorstep all over again,” he said. “I knew I never took warlocks for a reason.”

      The Drowned Lord tilted his head. There was an awful black spot of rot just beneath his ear, where the seaweed of his crown shifted away. “I shall take my warlock and leave,” he said. “Be assured, she shall pay for her disobedience to me, and suffer for the inconvenience that she offered you in turn.”

      Elaine bit at her lip. She glanced back toward Liam. His face was cold, but his hand was warm at her back. “The Drowned Lord has a debt to you,” she whispered. “Is it… would it be enough to buy her contract?”

      Liam glanced down at her, shadows flickering across his brow. A tiny, helpless smile crossed his featured. “Mercy for Pallid Valentine?” he murmured.

      “Yes,” Elaine whispered. “Please.”

      Liam fixed his gaze back upon the Drowned Lord. “I have a different view of the matter,” he said. “Pallid Valentine stays. I am buying her contract from you.”

      Cold, brackish water surged, beating with sudden fury against the borders of Blackfrost. “My debt to you is not so great that I owe you my oldest warlock,” the Drowned Lord hissed.

      “No,” Liam said slowly. “But I offer you a fair price in exchange for her contract. And your debt is just great enough that I shall insist you accept my offer.”

      The rotting faerie lord’s gaze flickered to Elaine. He smiled pleasantly. “A fair price,” he hissed. “Then give me your warlock in place of mine.”

      Liam tugged her back in the blink of an eye. “Nothing you own equals her value,” he said coldly. “She is no warlock. She is my queen.”

      The Lady of Briars lifted her head, fixing her eyes upon Elaine. A terribly aghast expression crossed her lavender face. “What has he done to you, my flower?” she whispered.

      Elaine saw her hand, pale against Liam’s black sleeve. She blinked slowly. Her skin had paled to a snowy white. Beneath the mud that still caked her, she was sure that the colors of her clothing had dimmed. Her eyes would be different — some piercing shade of blue, reflecting Liam’s power within her.

      She was a warlock, in a sense, Elaine realized belatedly. No… she was something far more than that.

      Oh, Jenna. Worry stabbed briefly through her chest. Her apprentice would be horrified.

      “You may take any one item from the vaults of Blackfrost,” Liam informed the Drowned Lord, in a frigid tone. “But lay one rotten finger on my queen, and I will freeze the Deeps to their very last drop of water.”

      The Drowned Lord’s dead eyes widened in fury. “…if you insist upon this,” he hissed. “I shall never forget it.”

      Liam smiled slowly. “I appreciate that,” he said. “Truly. It would be a terrible waste of my humanity if I never used it to annoy the rest of you.”

      The pressure of the Deeps intensified around them. Elaine felt it slide around her like water off her back — Liam’s hand still held her close, and the ice in her veins resisted. But Simon staggered again, and the Lady’s briars moved to steady him.

      Pallid Valentine choked and screamed.

      Black water gurgled from her throat, spilling from her mouth. Her scream cut off into agonized coughs, as the Drowned Lord’s power bled from her body, bit-by-bit.

      Elaine dropped to her knees, gathering up the warlock — but she was helpless to do much other than watch and hold onto her, as the seed of faerie power that had grown so deeply into Valentine’s soul was ripped away from her.

      Finally, the last of the Drowned Lord’s power leached away. Valentine shuddered bonelessly… but there was an expression of overwhelming, awe-filled relief on her face.

      “I hold your debt to me,” the Drowned Lord informed Liam coldly. “Be assured that I shall use it, at a time when I see most fit.”

      “So noted,” Liam observed.

      The Drowned Lord turned his head to regard the Lady of Briars. “I am told now that you held my warlock prisoner,” he said. “This, I shall also not forget.”

      The Lady of Briars smiled. “She entered my realm of her own accord,” said the Lady. “I responded to the invasion. I owe you no debts.”

      “There are debts,” said the Drowned Lord. “And then there are debts.”

      “Begone, Drowned Rat,” the Lady said scornfully. “You have no more power here at the edge of Blackfrost than I have. Repeat your threats when you are secure.”

      “You would ally yourself with your old enemy?” the Drowned Lord rasped.

      “Hardly,” the Lady of Briars said. She turned alien green eyes upon Liam. “You remain hateful to me. And there shall be a reckoning between us, I do not doubt.”

      “There will not,” Simon told her tiredly. “Or if there is, I shall be no part of it.”

      The Lady’s eyes narrowed. “…for now, at least,” she acknowledged, “Lord Blackfrost has acted with grace. I depart peacefully, with that in mind.”

      “How courteous of you,” Liam said sardonically. His blue eyes focused on Simon. “I should make you regret your presence here, Lady. But your warlock has pleaded clemency, and I believe that he has done me a favor this day.”

      He glanced at Elaine wryly, where she still knelt, holding onto Valentine. “Besides, I have more important things to deal with at the moment.”

      Simon let out a breath. The sound was heavy with relief. “That’s very kind of you,” he said. “I know the weight of that.” He put his arm around the Lady’s shoulders. She shrank oddly beneath his touch. The great height and power she had displayed caved back in upon her, melting away into the small, delicate form that Elaine had seen before; she looked much smaller once again, a tiny thing of leaves and lavender. “I will see us home,” he said.

      The Drowned Lord turned abruptly. In a few short steps, he had melted away into the dark water beneath his feet.

      “Yes,” the Lady whispered. She shot one last longing look at Elaine, but did not address her. Slowly, she turned back toward the Hedge with Simon. “Let us go home.”
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      “You’re here,” Liam said.

      Elaine looked up at him from the ground, where she still held Valentine. She smiled helplessly. “Yes,” she said. “I suppose we rather skipped that part. But…” She glanced down at Valentine, still shivering in her lap.

      Liam closed his eyes briefly. Elaine felt a shiver run through the connection that they shared — a moment later, a pale, rail-thin creature in tattered black rags coalesced from the shadows. Though she was vaguely shaped like a woman, her black eyes and predatory, sharpened teeth suggested she was nothing like a human being.

      “Help Pallid Valentine to Caisleán Scáth, and take her somewhere she can recover,” Liam ordered the faerie creature. “If anything else tries to nibble on her, you eat them first.”

      The strange spectre smiled broadly, her lips curved into an unnaturally wide rictus grin. “Yesss, lord,” she hissed. She moved for Elaine and Valentine with unnatural grace, kneeling down to reach one long, thin arm behind the warlock’s back. She lifted Valentine fully into her arms, with a truly unnatural strength that belied her frame.

      “Er,” Elaine said worriedly. “Liam—”

      “She’s a snow maiden,” he said, by way of reassuring her. “They only eat men.” He paused. “Unfaithful men. There’s something special about the flavor of their hearts, apparently. I try not to ask too many questions — everyone here is very excited to give me long and detailed answers.”

      “Eats unfaithful men?” Valentine said in a cracked voice. “I suspect I’ll enjoy her company, then.” Elaine glanced at her sharply. The ex-warlock was still in a frightful state, but there was an expression of such rare bliss on her face that Elaine suspected the pain barely fazed her. “Do I dare ask why I’m not your warlock yet? You bought my contract. You’ve the right to bind me to your will.”

      Liam arched an eyebrow. “Do you want to be a warlock again?” he asked her.

      Valentine let her head fall against the snow maiden. “No,” she said hoarsely. “But I’ve given you nothing in return for being freed. I would not grudge you the service, or plot against you, if that’s what you fear.”

      Liam shook his head slightly. “You’re as free as you want to be,” he said. “Though I suggest you stay and recover as long as possible, given that the Drowned Lord will seek vengeance on you. If you intend to face that danger without my magic, that is your own business.”

      Valentine was silent for a long moment.

      “I can’t see you, Lord Blackfrost,” she said finally. “An’ I don’t dare open my Witchsight to glimpse you. But I know what you’ve done for me today.”

      Liam watched her for a long moment. His cold eyes were unreadable. “I did it for myself,” he said. “To prove that I could… among other things.”

      “The Drowned Lord is nearly as terrible an enemy as he is a patron,” Valentine said. “But if he comes for you, you have my word that I will use everything I know of him in the service of his destruction.”

      Elaine saw a glint of humor in Liam’s eyes now. “I have no doubt,” he said. “I expect you would happily do so whether he comes for me or not. But I suspect I will have need of your offer, and I will keep it in mind.”

      “And you—” Valentine turned sightless eyes toward Elaine. “Thank you.”

      The words were short and clipped. But Elaine knew just how heavy they were.

      “Go get some rest,” Elaine told her quietly.

      “I think I will,” Valentine murmured.

      The snow maiden bowed her head toward Liam, and turned to carry Valentine into the darkness of Blackfrost.

      Liam stared at Elaine for a long moment. There was a suggestion in his eyes that he thought she might disappear.

      “I’ve said all manner of things today,” he told her uncomfortably. “About… what you are. But I said them mostly to protect you. I can still break the pact. You can still leave.”

      Elaine threw her arms around him, and buried her face in his shoulder.

      He held onto her tightly, threading his fingers through her hair. So close to Blackfrost, the scent of him had a cold snap to it — but hints of sandalwood and evergreen still underlaid it. Elaine breathed him in, desperate to take in everything that he was. He’s still here. There’s hope.

      “I’m not leaving you here again,” Elaine told him. “I remember everything. You… moron.” She thumped his shoulder with an embarrassing sniffle. “Why didn’t you just tell me?”

      “You didn’t have any memories,” Liam reminded her. “And you were quite insistent that you were willing to kill another Lord Blackfrost. Forgive me if I didn’t want to find out what it’s like to be on the receiving end this time.” He pressed his cheek lightly against her hair. “I don’t know what it is you did, El. But I’m… myself, more or less. I haven’t felt this clearheaded in years.” He swallowed. “What you saw… the way I was…”

      “Was terrifying,” she admitted quietly. “But that’s not really who you are, Liam. And I’m going to make sure you never become that way again.”

      He held her for a very long time, there on the edge of Blackfrost. The surrealness of the situation slowly crept in upon Elaine. So close to the place that had haunted her nightmares for years, she had still never felt more at peace in her life.

      “…I’m worried to step foot back inside again,” Liam said softly. “This might be some kind of temporary reprieve. I could lose my mind again once it has hold of me.”

      “That’s not going to happen.” Elaine shifted in his arms. She leaned up on her toes, and pressed her lips gently to his.

      His lips were warm, familiar. As he pulled her closer, the longing ache that had plagued her for so long slowly receded; the scars in her heart knitted together just that much more.

      Liam brushed his thumb along her cheek, tracing down the line of her jaw. Elaine closed her eyes, light-headed and delirious. This is real, she thought. Not a dream. And neither of us has to disappear.

      Slowly, Liam pressed his forehead against hers. “…everything seems simpler with you here,” he whispered. “I never thought you would come back. You shouldn’t have come back. You hate this place.”

      The relief in his eyes made her want to cry. It wasn’t so different from the expression that Pallid Valentine had worn, when she’d realized she was free.

      “None of this should have happened to either of us,” Elaine told him. “But I won’t let you take on all this weight yourself.” She pulled back from him, and slid her hand into his, turning to face Blackfrost. “We’ll defeat this place together.”

      Liam tightened his fingers on hers. “I think we might,” he murmured.

      Slowly, they stepped back into Blackfrost together.
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      The cold failed to chill her. The darkness didn’t blind her. The cruelty of Blackfrost bowed away from her with every step, while frost flowers hummed with memory beneath the surface of the snow.

      As Liam walked beside her, his majesty deepened. The crown of shadows upon his brow was almost painful to look upon. He carried with him a cold, sinister beauty, wrapped in flickering shadow. The world here knew him less as a lord, Elaine realized, and more as a small, elemental god.

      Mine. The thought struck her like a bolt of lightning, hungry and demanding. It was a deep, grasping possessiveness… but it wasn’t entirely unpleasant.

      Liam had owned her for years, without ever laying a finger on her. But now she knew beyond a doubt that she owned him too. The lord of wicked Blackfrost had ceded part of his authority to her, and Blackfrost itself would not let her forget. Conquer, it whispered in her ear. Demand. Take what is yours.

      Blackfrost burned in her veins, wild and alive. The power was intoxicating.

      Elaine breathed in deeply, steadying herself against the feeling. She grounded herself into the roots of her flowers, steadying herself against the feeling of Liam that infused them.

      Freshly-fallen snow. The comfort of night. Silence, in the middle of winter.

      Half of Liam’s power had come from Blackfrost. But it was softer, and far more forgiving. Blackfrost could be more like him, instead of the opposite. If she was right, then she’d already started that process… though it might well take years more of work before the greatest changes would start to show.

      The howling wind around them quieted slowly. The snow lightened, falling down around them with a gentler touch.

      Liam’s face flickered with relief again. “It’s never been this calm before,” he murmured. “Never.”

      “It’s not perfect,” Elaine told him, with a squeeze of his hand. “But it’s progress.”

      Up ahead, Elaine began to discern the outline of a tall castle, enclosed by towering walls of smooth black ice. Echoes of familiarity tugged at her. She remembered leaving the Lifeless Garden; Liam, leading her back through those twisting walls, and back out toward freedom at the border.

      “Caisleán Scáth,” said Liam, bringing the castle’s name back to her memory. He paused just in sight of the grand, open archway that led into the courtyard. Faerie lords often modeled their homes after mortal structures which took their fancy, with no heed to the real purpose of those structures; some Lord Blackfrost had probably loved the imposition of a grand castle, but considered the actual gate to be superfluous and annoying. It wasn’t as though most faerie lords worried about armies knocking at the heart of their domain, after all.

      Liam turned to hold Elaine’s eyes. His hand tightened on hers. “Are you all right to walk inside?” he asked.

      He didn’t ask the other question, the one that Elaine knew had to be lurking at the forefront of his mind. Do you trust me?

      Elaine felt the curling sprawl of vines that climbed every inch of the castle’s icy walls. As she reached out to touch them with her mind, her roses welcomed her home, like children eager to see their mother.

      A long-held weight lifted off her chest, and she smiled. In one very important way, this was already unlike the Blackfrost she had left. With her roses surrounding her everywhere she went, she would never be powerless again. “I’m fine,” she said softly. On a whim, she brushed her power over the frost roses again — slowly, they began to blossom, a tangle of icy petals unfurling to the world. The scent of roses drifted toward them, even over the bitter wind. It was sharper than normal, though — a cleaner, tangier smell that cut through the air with purpose.

      Liam watched with a strange look in his piercing blue eyes. Elaine knew that he’d felt the brush of power in a personal way. His fingers closed on hers. “I’ve never really been able to control those,” he said softly. “All I could do was leave them alone and let them grow.”

      Elaine gave him a questioning look. “I could prune them a bit,” she said, with a hesitant laugh. “They do seem to have grown a bit, ah… wild.”

      He shook his head. “No. I like them. They can grow as they like. Or… as you like, rather.”

      Liam tugged her very gently through the grand archway, into the courtyard. When Elaine had first fled through this way, it had been utterly barren — but now, icy blooms scattered across the walls and the ground, shimmering in the false moonlight. As they entered the hallways of the inner keep, made of a slate grey stone, Elaine expected the roses to retreat — but they wove even more thickly inside, even across the ceilings.

      Liam was taking her by a strangely circuitous path, she realized — weaving them around, so that they wouldn’t walk through the center of the castle. She stopped in her track, and he turned to look back at her.

      “I can deal with it,” Elaine told him quietly. “I want to see the Lifeless Garden.”

      Liam took a long breath. “You don’t need to see it right now,” he said. “You should take your own advice to Pallid Valentine. Get some rest.”

      Elaine shook her head slowly. “No,” she said. “I think… I need to do this, Liam. Now. I have to get it out of my head, or I won’t be able to rest.”

      His face turned grim… but he turned them gently around. “If you’re sure,” he said quietly. “I’ll be there with you.”

      Elaine smiled faintly. “You always were,” she said softly.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing she saw was the outline of a tall, icy willow tree.

      The sight of it clenched at her stomach, digging into her soul. Fear reared up from beneath the cold power in her veins. Blackfrost dug more deeply into her, rushing to numb the fear — but she fought it back, gritting her teeth.

      This is mine, she thought. This fear is real. I’ll face it as myself.

      Liam tightened his grip on her hand. A thousand memories of borrowed warmth and whispered conversations swam up from the bottom of her mind to steady her.

      He’s here. He was always here. In the end… he kept his promise. He helped me leave.

      The hallway opened out into another, inner courtyard — something that once would have been called the Lifeless Garden. The name no longer seemed entirely appropriate, however. The tall, suffocating stone walls had crumbled down to almost nothing. The entirety of the place had been opened up to the rest of the castle, glimmering in silver light. No longer lifeless, the garden had been overrun with frost roses; some of them had even climbed the willow tree, snaking around its trunk and over its branches to hang their flowers within its leaves.

      A statue of ice slept beneath the willow tree, eternally peaceful. It had her features — but they were too perfect, too beautiful. A work of love.

      Elaine took a long, deep breath, taking it in. Liam looked away.

      “I tore down the worst of it,” he said. “I couldn’t… I couldn’t bring myself to destroy the rest. I know you have terrible memories of it, but… the few good memories I have here happened beneath that tree. I needed to remind myself, sometimes, who I really was.”

      Elaine trembled for a few moments as she looked at the remnants of the garden. The ghosts of old fears flooded her veins, chilling her momentarily in spite of the power she now wielded. Tears pricked at her eyes, as that fear was followed by a strange, bittersweet feeling.

      This was all he had.

      Elaine wiped at her eyes carefully. The frost roses curled around the willow tree beckoned her, calling for her touch. She felt Liam next to her, standing very still. She forced herself to remember the kinder memories — the ones that he had been clinging to for so long.

      A warm cloak, warm arms, a touch of gentle concern.

      Soft words beneath a dark, endless sky.

      Once, she had begged him not to make her leave without him. The idea of being without Liam had been… unthinkable.

      Elaine took a hesitant step into the Lifeless Garden. After a pause, when no crushing terror threatened, she took another. Her roses called again, beckoning her forward, and she let out a long breath. She turned to look at Liam; in that moment, he looked nothing like the lord of ice and shadow that he had since become. He was the lost, uncertain young man who had given her his cloak.

      She reached out to take his hand, tugging him into the garden with her. Slowly, she led him toward the willow tree, ducking through the icy, tinkling leaves. When finally they stood beneath the willow, in that same fateful spot she remembered so well, Elaine tucked herself into his arms, pressing her cheek against his chest, where his heart currently beat a frantic, rabbit pace.

      “I would go through all of it, all over again, just to be with you,” she told him softly. And just as she said it, she knew that it was true.

      She leaned up to kiss him beneath the icy willow tree, chasing away the dread that gripped at her heart.

      Liam returned the kiss carefully — as though worried she might vanish from his arms if he pressed too hard. His fingers caressed her cheek; his arm wound back around her waist, holding her close. She reveled in the feel of him, the promise that the things they had both lost would come back… that things could be better than before, now that they had the power to change them.

      And then, he took her into his arms beneath the willow tree, underneath the endless sky in a ruined, vibrant garden.
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        * * *

      

      When Elaine awoke, it took her a moment to remember where she was. She blinked a few times, rubbing at her eyes; as she did, she caught sight of the now-tattered, faded grey sleeve of her cardigan. “Oh,” she murmured sleepily.

      She dimly remembered having fallen asleep in Liam’s arms. That had never happened before, in the Lifeless Garden; something about the place had stilled her hunger and her need for sleep, even as it turned her slowly to ice. But Liam must have broken down the garden’s spells, along with its walls… and even if he hadn’t, the power he’d given her would have protected her against such magic this time.

      But she wasn’t in the Lifeless Garden now. Rather, she’d been tucked into a very large, very soft canopy bed. Silken sheets rubbed against her cheek, and she sighed with pleasure. Her coat was nowhere to be found, but she hardly needed it; the heavy blanket on top of her wasn’t strictly necessary either, given how inured she was to the cold, but it was deliciously comfortable all the same.

      The room she’d been taken to was clearly still within the castle. The grey stone walls and floors should have been unconscionably cold, but Elaine felt none of it. Old, eccentric treasures were scattered about the room, as though someone had intentionally plucked out all the most curious ones they could find; a huge, antique silver-backed mirror hung along one wall, just across from a frayed, medieval tapestry and what looked like a tall, hand-carved floor-harp. The bed itself looked Victorian, carved with fantastic, intricately-detailed leaves, though it had been draped with heavy, dark blue silks that looked more modern in origin. As Elaine sat up, she noticed that a delicate, icy window looked out over the expanse below. She pushed herself up and padded across the floor toward it, taking in the view.

      There was a soft, heavy snow falling outside, muffling everything in a pleasant silence. Elaine smiled as she watched it. True, it was still dark… but if she’d had a hot chocolate in hand and someone to share the view with, she might have considered it perfect.

      “I could get used to this,” Liam said from behind her. Before she could turn to look at him, he’d tugged her back into his arms, settling her back against his chest. Elaine sighed and leaned into him, mentally checking off someone to share the view with. Now if only she knew where to find a hot chocolate in Blackfrost.

      Liam fell into silence, staring out over her shoulder. Elaine felt a whisper of uncertainty in him as he did.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      Liam settled his chin on top of her head. “I’m afraid things are only going to get more complicated,” he admitted. “What I am now is an aberration. With two other faerie lords at my border, I saw the future laid out before me. The rest of Arcadia will slowly turn against me. My best allies are all human.”

      Elaine closed her eyes. “Simon and Pallid Valentine,” she said. “You gave them both exactly what they asked for, to gain their alliance.” She let the understanding sink in slowly. “What exactly are you expecting to happen?”

      Liam took a long moment to respond. “If I had given into the mantle, I would have eventually become indistinguishable from any other Lord Blackfrost. That’s the natural order of things, here.” His arms tightened around her. “Instead, I’ve infected Blackfrost with humanity. And I intend to keep doing it. All of the human choices I make are bound to drive me into conflict with the others. They don’t understand empathy, or morality, or sacrifice. Just by being myself, I’ll make enemies, year by year.”

      Elaine stared out over the bleak realm in front of her. “It can’t be that hopeless,” she said.

      “It’s not,” Liam said. A core of ice backed the words. “I don’t intend to sit back and wait. All the faerie lords here are like petty gods in their own realms. They get to thinking they’re invincible. But you killed one of them, right where he thought he was safest.” He paused. “If I can’t get Arcadian allies, I’ll have them from the Lower World. Simon and Valentine are an excellent start. They’re already familiar with Arcadia, without being fully bound by it.”

      Elaine bit her lip. The Lady is infected too, she thought. She’s not as far along as Liam is, but—

      Just the thought of speaking the words aloud sent a shiver of pain through her stomach. She winced against it, shoving the thought back down. I can’t tell him. I swore to Simon, on my true name.

      “You can’t be the only aberration in Arcadia,” she said slowly. “It might be worth watching for others like you.”

      Liam kissed the back of her neck absently. “Maybe you’re right,” he said. “I’ll think on it. For now… I think you must be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Elaine glanced down at herself skeptically. Most of the mud had flaked off her skin by now, but her favorite cardigan had gathered several dramatic holes and tears, and her slacks were likely beyond repair. Both were miserably stained. “If you say so,” she muttered. “I can’t believe you put me in a bed like this. I probably left the rest of that mud in the sheets.”

      “The most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” Liam repeated patiently. He trailed his lips down her shoulder, brushing her hair aside. “If it bothers you that much, I found you something else to wear, for the moment. I’m afraid it’s about as tattered as what you’re already wearing, but at least it hasn’t been through a bog.”

      Elaine blinked, briefly distracted from the hot tingle his kisses sent down her spine. She noticed then that he had set a folded black dress onto the bed — something like the spectral gown she’d seen the snow maiden wearing. “I sincerely hope there’s not a snow maiden wandering around Blackfrost naked right now,” she observed.

      Liam snorted. “What do you take me for?” he said. “They make them out of the shadows here. I did my best to copy them, but I probably made a mess of it. I’m hardly a tailor.”

      Elaine fingered the sleeve of her cardigan with a sigh. “I really liked this one,” she muttered.

      “Hm,” Liam murmured against her neck, sending another warm shiver through her. “If you take it off, I promise I’ll see it fixed. By someone who knows what they’re doing, that is.” He slipped his fingers beneath the hem, running his fingertips over the line of her slacks. Elaine sucked in her breath, letting her head fall back against him. His breath ghosted deliciously across her skin. She realized she’d been yearning for his touch, his warmth, ever since he’d left her bed in the little loft above her shop. The sheer need to be close to him, to have his skin against hers, was suddenly overwhelming.

      Elaine peeled off the cardigan, along with the shirt beneath it. Cool air hit her skin, but didn’t chill her; it was an odd sensation, and it gave her pause for just a moment, while Liam hissed in his breath behind her. He pulled her back against him, skimming his palms up the skin of her stomach so that he could cup her breasts through the fabric of her dainty light blue bra. She felt him harden against her bottom, and knew that he’d been craving her touch just as badly as she’d been craving his.

      “You’re really mine,” he whispered in her ear tightly. “I know I shouldn’t think of it like that, but… I can feel it. I can see it on you. I didn’t realize what that would do to me.”

      Elaine shivered. She could feel it too — the pact, the warlock bond. She’d pledged herself to Liam, accepted his power into her. It wouldn’t have felt the same with anyone else, she suspected… but feeling Liam that much closer to her, knowing that she belonged to him in every way, feeling his power and attention directly… it was a high unlike anything she’d ever felt before.

      And he’s mine, in return.

      Liam turned her toward the great mirror, and she gasped at what she saw there. For just an instant, the woman in the mirror was unrecognizable. The touch of Liam’s power had indeed washed away much of her previous color. Her complexion was now even paler than before, but it seemed burnished by an unearthly glow — the same silvery light that sometimes lit the way in Blackfrost. Her eyes had once been a muddy blue-green, but they had now mixed with a hint of Liam’s haunting blue to become something sharper and more compelling. The bright aquamarine gaze of the woman in the mirror was currently half-lidded, and blatantly sensual — desirable. Elaine had never thought of herself as dark or mysterious, but her reflection had taken on those qualities.

      Blackfrost had staked its own claim on a very tiny part of her soul… and not all of it was terrible, she had to admit. There was a new, confident power within her that chilled her fears and laughed at foolish insecurities. Maybe she was no faerie lord herself… but she was a warlock queen, and Blackfrost would not allow one of its rulers to ignore her own worth.

      Elaine knew the dark touch for what it was. It was the same one that had torn her apart, tried to crush her. She would never forget its danger. But just for the moment, watching Liam’s hands slide along her body, she embraced the heady feeling. A faerie lord desired her, had sought her love, had begged her permission to claim her. The expression on his face as he caressed her was the same one she knew she’d worn when she’d seen the Briars for the first time.

      The night that Liam had first taken her had been possessive. But tonight was a dark, hungry worship. That was the right word — worship.

      Elaine leaned her head back to catch his lips, reveling in the heat between them. Liam closed his mouth on hers, and she parted her lips in open invitation. His tongue tangled with hers, deliciously fierce. She allowed one bare foot to glide teasingly along the inside of his leg, urging him on. He groaned, and moved one hand down to start unbuttoning her slacks. His mouth parted from hers. “Look at the mirror,” he breathed. “I want you to watch.”

      A liquid heat rose inside her at the words, and Elaine flushed as she realized how much the thought aroused her. She obeyed, letting her eyes fall from his face, back toward the mirror. She watched as Liam slowly thumbed her slacks from her hips, letting them fall to the floor in a heap. His fingers hooked her panties, sliding down inside them. A wicked smile crossed his lips as he pressed the very tip of his finger inside her, testing her wetness.

      A moan slipped out from her lips. The feel of him touching her again was delicious… but the sight of him claiming her with his fingers had instantly dampened her panties. His fingertip teased along her slit, dipping in here and there — just enough to make her press her hips against his hand, wordlessly begging for more. His other hand had been massaging languidly at her breast, but he paused this long enough to unhook her bra, exposing her already-stiffening nipples to view.

      “Who…” Elaine’s breath hitched on the word. “Who’s overdressed this time?” She tried to reach back and tug at his shirt, but Liam stilled her by thrusting an entire finger inside her, making her cry out in surprise and pleasure. The woman in the mirror gasped too, with a nakedly aroused expression. Her body arched, and the tips of her breasts flushed with desire.

      “Keep watching,” he whispered in her ear. He crooked his finger inside her, brushing his fingertip firmly against a spot that sent a white-hot bolt of pleasure through her center. As she moaned more loudly, he did it again, moving his finger in a slow, delicious come-hither gesture that left her legs shaking. Elaine kept her eyes on their reflection, enraptured by the sight in spite of herself. She felt herself tighten on his finger as she watched; saw his lips curl up in satisfaction. She could swear that in that moment, he met her eyes in the mirror.

      “What do you want?” Liam murmured, holding her gaze.

      Elaine felt his finger curl inside her again, and she whimpered. “Inside me,” she managed. “I want you inside me.”

      “As you command,” he breathed. Liam slowly tugged his finger free, making sure that she felt every moment of it. He shrugged free of his shirt, but as Elaine tried to twist and face him, he settled his hands firmly on her hips, turning her back toward the mirror. He tugged down her panties, exposing her completely. She saw him undo the top of his pants, pulling them down just far enough to bare his hard, naked arousal.

      He pressed his tip against her entrance, his hands back on her hips. Slowly, he directed her back onto him, stretching her out. She was already wet and eager for him, entranced by the sight of him taking her from behind. “God, yes,” he groaned, letting his head fall back slightly. “You have no idea how much I’ve needed you.”

      Elaine leaned back into him, taking him to the hilt. She allowed herself a loud, erotic moan that made his cock twitch inside her. “I have some idea,” she panted, shifting her hips so that he hit another perfect spot inside her.

      Liam growled, and twisted his fingers through her hair, tugging her head very gently back. The dominating gesture sent a thrill through her whole body. “I’ve spent far too much time thinking of how I wanted to make you come again,” he elaborated. He punctuated the statement with a hard thrust, and Elaine let out another loud, encouraging cry.

      He continued the rhythm now, though he took his time with it. Elaine saw the bliss on his face as he enjoyed the moment, savoring the feel of her around him. There was an answering expression on her own features as he plunged into her over and over, his fingers still wrapped in her hair, tugging just hard enough to send shivers down her spine. Watching him claim her was unexpectedly intense; Elaine felt a climax building inside her already. But she wasn’t going to come alone.

      “Liam!” She leaned back into his next thrust, and called his name with a breathy cry. This time, she felt the way it tugged at the strings of his body and soul, sending shivers through him. He slammed into her with a hoarse gasp, the unexpected pleasure sending him over the edge.

      “Elaine.” His voice was hoarse on her name, but the sound of it hit her like a thunderbolt. She lost awareness of everything else — the room, the mirror, the bed, even the realm itself. All she could feel in that moment was him, sheathing himself inside her, claiming her heart and soul one more time while he came inside her.

      A wave of pure ecstasy overcame her. Her toes curled; the feeling went straight to her head, washing away her awareness as though it was only so much driftwood. Liam was there with her, though, holding onto her as his own pleasure overcame him.

      As Elaine came back down again, she felt him reluctantly withdraw from her. She whimpered in protest — but Liam tugged her sharply toward the bed, shoving her back onto it with a wicked determination in his cold blue eyes.

      Before she could fully regain her senses, she felt his hands on her thighs, nudging her legs apart. As Elaine tried to push herself onto her elbows, she felt his hot tongue lick at her folds. She fell back onto the pillows again, bucking her hips against him, moaning in need and surprise. His tongue slid inside her, savoring her still-overflowing juices, and she realized that he meant to carry her swiftly to the edge again, before she could finish coming down from her first orgasm.

      She let herself give in to the moment, feeling his hands, his tongue, his hot breath. His fingers slid inside her; he moved his tongue upward, to lick and suck at her clitoris. She tangled her fingers in his hair, unable to stop herself. Dimly, she became aware of the hoarse, erotic sounds she was making as he brought her right back to the top.

      One of his fingers pressed against that perfect spot inside her again, gently but firmly, and her body reacted. She came apart beneath his tongue, sobbing in pleasure as a second, stronger climax overcame her.

      It took much longer than she was used to for those waves of delirious bliss to subside. Before she could fully stop her shivers, he had wrapped her in his arms, holding her close. His mouth closed gently on hers, and she tasted a hint of herself as he kissed her. That kiss lingered on until she had finally regained herself.

      Liam’s fingers stroked her hair with aching tenderness. Elaine closed her eyes and let herself enjoy it for a brief time, marveling at the realization that she would have the chance to sleep next to him again — to wake up in his arms again, safe and happy.

      Eventually, she found her voice. “If you do that every night, I may not survive this pact,” she said, with a bubble of giddy laughter.

      Liam chuckled. “There are worse ways to leave this world,” he said.

      He tugged her closer, and she let her eyes flutter shut again, suddenly spent. “There are worse ways,” she agreed contentedly.
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      Night and day were relative within Blackfrost’s endless darkness, but Elaine spent the next brief period reattuning herself to the frost roses she had left behind so long ago, pouring just a bit more of her power into them. She had to wear that tattered black dress, for a time — and while it made her look a bit like a banshee, she found it surprisingly comfortable. Shadow, it turned out, made terribly fine cloth, regardless of its craftsmanship.

      She saw the faeries of Blackfrost from time to time, out of the corner of her eye — the snow women, the shadowy faerie hunters, the glittering snowflake pixies with big black eyes. Vicious and strange, they had a cold curiosity to them, but they had yet to approach her directly. She noticed, however, that the feral pixies had started congregating around the newly-bloomed frost roses, and that one of the snow maidens had woven one through her long, ragged hair.

      Liam had spent the last five years desperately trying to keep the monstrous things all pent up within Blackfrost, where they couldn’t do any harm. Elaine found herself wondering if faeries could go stir crazy the same way that humans did, or whether they were simply pleased to obey, being made of the realm itself.

      Elaine did her best to kept track of time, though she knew such things were also relative in Arcadia. She didn’t want to leave before she was certain that her changes wouldn’t disappear in her absence — but she found herself keenly aware that Jenna was waiting for her return, and she didn’t entirely trust that her apprentice wouldn’t lose patience and come into Arcadia looking for her.

      In the end, it was Pallid Valentine who pressed the matter. For a woman at the heart of Blackfrost, she was recovering with surprising alacrity. Within days, she was back on her feet, pacing the halls like an impatient tiger.

      Somehow, the ex-warlock managed to track down Elaine. “Hey, Ice Queen,” she said shortly. “I’m headed back to the Lower World. If you want to go back, now is the time.”

      Elaine blinked. “I’m not sure I like that name,” she said. “It makes me feel like I should be breaking out into a Disney number.” She paused. “I’m utterly tone deaf, by the way. None of us would enjoy that very much.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Valentine said bluntly. Her blind eyes fixed on Elaine's general position, and she knew that the ex-warlock had opened her Witchsight. “Do you or do you not want an escort back through the Hedge? There’s a lot of pissy faerie lords running around. I figure there’s safety in numbers.”

      Elaine didn’t ask how Valentine intended to escort her without her vision. After the Sleeping Bog, the question seemed silly.

      “I… think you’re right,” Elaine admitted. “And I do need to get back.” She hesitated. “Can you spare me a few hours, so I can sort things first?”

      “Two hours,” said Valentine. “After that, I’m leaving.”
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        * * *

      

      Liam didn’t particularly relish the thought of her departure. “I’d rather you waited until I can walk you through the Hedge myself,” he told her, as she dragged him back into the bedroom and stole one last kiss from him. “Maybe things are stable enough that I can leave—”

      “Don’t,” Elaine told him. “I’ll be back soon enough. I just need to sort things out with Jenna. I was going to sell the shop, but I’d probably feel better just leaving it with her—”

      Liam blinked. “Why?” he asked.

      Elaine paused, confused. “Why… what?” she replied.

      “Why sell the shop?” he asked impatiently, crossing his arms and leaning back against the wall. “Why give it away? I thought you loved it.”

      Elaine knitted her brow. Gradually, she rearranged her assumptions. “You need me here,” she said slowly. “I thought…”

      “That I’d trap you here forever, unable to leave?” Liam asked, incredulous.

      Elaine blinked. “No!” she said quickly. “No, that’s certainly not what I thought.”

      Liam shook his head at her. “Just because it’s hard for me to leave doesn’t mean that you’re bound here,” he said. He stepped away from the wall, and tugged her forward into his arms. His blue eyes softened. “There’s no point in making yourself miserable on my account. Just… promise that you’ll always come back.”

      Elaine blinked back sudden tears. “I… of course I will,” she said. “How could I stay away?”

      A wicked smirk settled onto his features. “You still have an hour or two,” he said. “Why don’t I remind you why you can’t stay away.”

      Elaine flushed. “Oh,” she said. “Well.”

      It was a very thorough reminder.
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        * * *

      

      “Thought I was going to have to bust you out or something,” Pallid Valentine grumbled, as Elaine made her way to the border. “You’re at least half an hour late, if time’s got any meaning.”

      Elaine flushed. Behind her, she knew, Liam was still smirking.

      “I’ll make up your lost time,” Liam said diplomatically. “Be a bit more patient, would you?”

      Neither faerie lords nor their personal warlocks ever really aged — but as Elaine considered Liam, she realized for the first time that something about him looked older all the same. His features had sharpened; his manner was more refined. Blackfrost may have done many terrible things to him since he’d taken its mantle… but it had also given him a hardness and resilience that was evident just from looking at him. The crown of shadows at his brow flickered into being once more as she watched him, but it didn’t burn with the same fury it had done when he was facing the Lady of Briars. Instead, it was a casual reminder of his power and authority.

      The border blurred and shifted. When it had again solidified, Elaine realized that she was looking at an entirely different part of the Hedge than before.

      Liam had shifted the entire realm within Arcadia. The thought was dizzying. Every time Elaine thought she had a handle on the power that faerie lords held over their domain, she found herself revising her opinion again.

      “There,” Liam muttered. “That should be closer, at least. I can’t go much further, or I’ll bump into the Ashwood and never hear the end of it.”

      Elaine gave him an exasperated look. “I didn’t ask you to move whole worlds around for me,” she told him primly.

      Liam arched an eyebrow. “You didn’t need to ask. You’ll get there sooner this way, and I’ll have you back sooner as well.” He crossed his arms, a brooding expression on his face.

      Elaine turned to consider the threshold before her… but she hesitated. Nearby, she knew that Liam was feeling the same misgivings, though he hid them well.

      She turned, and threw her arms around his neck. “I love you,” she whispered to him. “I won’t forget you. I will come back.”

      Liam held her close. His lordly demeanor cracked for just a moment, and she saw uncertainty on his face. “I love you,” he whispered back. “I believe you.”

      To her credit, Pallid Valentine didn’t interrupt them again. She waited in silence, staring blindly out at the greater sprawl of Arcadia.

      Elaine saw a hint of discomfort in the ex-warlock’s expression, as she rejoined her. “Are you all right?” she asked carefully.

      Valentine shifted on her feet, tugging her ragged coat more tightly about herself. “I’ve got somewhere to be,” she said. She sounded uneasy. “Someone to see.”

      Elaine considered that for a long moment. Liam’s words echoed in her mind. Allies from the Lower World, she thought. Maybe it’s best if I keep making friends. “…would you like help?” she asked.

      Valentine twitched, surprised. She blinked her empty eyes. “I… don’t know,” she admitted uncertainly. “Rare that I get the offer.” She hesitated. “…not today,” she said finally. “But maybe later.”

      Elaine nodded. She threaded her arm through Valentine’s, leading the way out into the Hedge.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thanks to Liam’s efforts, the Hidden Path back to the Allan Gardens wasn’t very far at all. It only took Elaine and Valentine a few hours to get there, though they walked the last hour or so in pitch black darkness. As in Blackfrost, Elaine had no problems seeing where she was going, though she was still aware of the distinct lack of light.

      They stepped back out from the Hidden Path into a frigid winter night. Falling snow clung to Elaine’s hair and eyelashes — but she felt as comfortable as if she’d been sitting in front of a fire. In fact, the cold was oddly invigorating; she felt that new power coil and stretch within her, looking for an outlet. Elaine tamped it down firmly. Blackfrost might have a way inside her now, but that was no reason to let it dictate her mood or her actions.

      Next to her, Valentine shivered. Another look of surprise crossed her face. “It’s strange feeling things again,” she muttered. “I’d forgotten how much the Drowned Lord’s power dulled things. Less cold, less heat, less pain…”

      Elaine tugged off the remnants of her coat, and layered it on top of Valentine. It was useless to her anyway. “We can both grab hot showers at the loft,” she assured her. “And maybe some new clothing. You have a few, um… blood stains, still.”

      Valentine cracked a wry smile. “I don’t think I’m your size,” she said.

      “I’m sure I have something,” Elaine assured her. “It might be, er. A bit of a different aesthetic, is all.”

      Strangely, the journey to Elaine’s door offered more hardship than the entirety of their path through the Hedge. Valentine stumbled often, clumsy in the snow. Her Witchsight was of far less use in the mundane Lower World, where ideas failed to match reality. As they went, Elaine began to worry. She can’t possibly function in the Lower World like this, she thought. Wherever she’s trying to go, I’m going to have to help her get there.

      A small light was still on near the back of the shop when Elaine unlocked the door and invited Valentine inside. As they headed inside and closed the door behind them, Elaine heard light footsteps on the stairs. A heavy worry settled into her stomach.

      As Jenna opened the door behind the counter, a long, tense silence fell between them.

      Elaine forced herself to meet her apprentice’s eyes, though she wished she could look anywhere else. I made this choice, she thought. I don’t know if I can make her understand, but I have to face the consequences either way.

      Whatever Elaine’s apprentice was feeling, it didn’t show on her face. “I never should have let you go alone,” Jenna said quietly. She shook her head. “God, Lainey. You look like a different person. You even feel different.” Jenna looked past her toward Valentine, her expression uncertain. The woman might not have been a warlock anymore, but she’d clearly been through the wringer.

      Elaine pressed her lips together. “We can talk in a second,” she said. “If you don’t mind waiting.”

      Jenna looked away from Valentine uncomfortably. “…yeah,” she said reluctantly. “You look a little bit like hell.”

      “Only a little?” Valentine muttered. “I feel like that’s an understatement.”

      “I’ll have to get you up the stairs,” Elaine told her. “Hold on tight.”

      By the time she’d gotten Valentine up the stairs and into the shower, Elaine was exhausted and on edge. She headed back out to her bedroom, searching through her clothing for something that might fit the smaller woman.

      Jenna watched her from the couch, her arms crossed uncomfortably over her chest. “…I can’t do this again, Lainey,” she said. Her voice was small, and so utterly terrified that Elaine paused in her search. Her stomach sank.

      “I haven’t lost my humanity,” she said, turning and settling herself slowly against the dresser. “I don’t think that’s how it always works, Jenna.”

      Her apprentice stared at her. “How would you know?” she asked in a whisper. “You’ve been a warlock for all of a few days, Lainey. Of course you wouldn’t notice.”

      Elaine pressed her lips together. “I’ve met two warlocks now that managed to hold onto at least a shred of themselves,” she said. “I don’t think it’s that simple, Jenna.” She looked down, gathering up her composure. Took a breath. “Maybe we can still save your friend, if you want—”

      “There’s nothing to save!” Jenna burst out violently. She was on her feet now. Her eyes were wide, and her jaw trembling. “Gabe killed my father, Lainey. There’s nothing left of him in there.” Tears gathered in her eyes. “And I can’t wait around until you’re that bad. I can’t.”

      Elaine stared at her. For a second, she found herself unable to process the situation. That isn’t right, she thought. Valentine has been a warlock for decades, and she still found the courage to disobey her lord. Something about this isn’t right.

      But one look at Jenna was enough to convince Elaine that it wasn’t a conversation her apprentice was ready to hear. Maybe, she thought, it could even be a cruel conversation, to no good end.

      “…I’m sorry,” Elaine told her quietly. “You’re right. I’m thinking of myself, and not of you.” She took a long breath. “I can’t undo any of what’s been done. And I… I wouldn’t, even if I could. I can’t lie to you about that.” She shook her head. “I have to go back to Blackfrost. I’m still… helping with things, there. But I’m keeping the shop. I’ll be back, from time to time.” She forced a smile at Jenna. “If you need me, I’ll be here. But I won’t bother you otherwise.”

      Jenna looked away and nodded, but Elaine knew that she had no intention of ever taking her up on the offer.

      It left a knot of sadness in her chest that stayed there long after her apprentice had departed.
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        * * *

      

      It took Valentine a long while to find her way out of the shower and into a towel. She tried at first to drag a comb through her tangled hair, but the task would have been hard enough even if she’d had her sight — her hair was quite long and thick, and fully matted in places. Every little task was agonizing to watch — but Valentine snapped sharply at Elaine as she tried to help, and so she stepped back and watched in uncomfortable silence instead.

      Eventually, Valentine settled herself awkwardly on the floor, leaning back against the bathroom cabinet with her head in her arms.

      “Valentine?” Elaine asked tentatively. She took a step forward, wary of drawing the woman’s ire again.

      The small woman shifted toward her. Blind eyes stared her way. “I can’t,” Valentine rasped. “I can’t… do anything. Not even the smallest bloody thing.” She closed her eyes. “I’ve never been this way before. I’ve always been able to figure out… something.”

      Elaine winced. She stepped forward again, kneeling down next to the other woman. “It’s only been a few days,” she said carefully. “And you spent all that time in Arcadia. You’ve got no practice in the Lower World.”

      Valentine clenched her teeth. “I can feel my memories disappearing,” she said. “Most of my life in Arcadia, just… slipping through my fingers. I can’t afford to be like this right now, on top of everything else.”

      “You have to afford it,” Elaine told her. She settled in next to her on the floor, leaning into her shoulder. “I was a lot like this when I first got back from Blackfrost,” she admitted softly. “Not physically. But I was… an absolute mental wreck. I barely slept. I couldn’t function like a normal person.”

      Valentine curled her fingers into her palms, against the tile floor.

      “I got back onto my feet because I had help,” Elaine said. “You haven’t had that for a long time. I understand that. But just because you’ve had to go without help before doesn’t mean you have to go without help now.”

      Slowly, Valentine uncurled herself, straightening her neck and leaning her head against the cabinet. “Because you care, I suppose?” she spat. “Lord, that’s a stupid thing to rely on. People care all the time. They stop caring all the time, too.”

      Elaine grabbed the comb, and very carefully tugged it through one of the tangles in Valentine’s hair. “I do care,” she said quietly. “Because I’ve been where you are. But if it makes you feel any better, I think I’m going to need allies every bit as much as I need friends. And I see no reason why we can’t be both.”

      A very tiny snarl in Valentine’s hair came undone.

      The small woman closed her eyes. “…that does make me feel better,” she admitted. She pressed a hand to her face. “I’ll find a way through this too,” she said. “I’m less a stranger to debts than to friends. If you want to keep helping, I’ll keep owing.”

      Elaine gave her a pained look, but she sighed. “All right,” she said. “I guess we’ll go with that for now.”
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      Elaine spent the next few days seeing to Valentine and searching for someone to take over the store for the foreseeable future. Eventually, she knew she would be able to return to Toronto, but she suspected that the next few months in particular were going to require her in Blackfrost full-time.

      Still, the day that Elaine signed an employee agreement with the new manager, she felt a pang of sorrow. Much as she loved her frost roses, she would worry over her shop’s plants while she was gone. She would have felt much more confident leaving things to Jenna…

      But that’s not an option, she reminded herself firmly. You’ve made that decision. Someone else will have to manage.

      The day that she had intended to leave, she was surprised to find Simon waiting at the door to the shop. The warlock looked much improved from the last time she had seen him, when he’d still been shell-shocked from Blackfrost’s touch.

      He smiled as she opened the door, unwinding his knitted scarf. “May I come in this time, Miss Elaine?” he asked. “It’s still terribly cold out here. I know you may not have noticed, given your new proclivities.”

      The mention of her name sent an uncanny shiver through her, but Elaine returned the smile, and stepped back to allow him inside. “You have my invitation, Simon,” she said. “Not that you need it, given… well, what you know.” She didn’t mention her true name out loud. “And just ‘Elaine’ is fine. ‘Miss Elaine’ makes me feel like I’m in the Victorian era.”

      Simon kicked a bit of snow politely from his boots, before stepping inside with one last shiver. There was something about him that seemed different, though Elaine couldn’t quite put her finger on it. Perhaps he was standing straighter, or smiling a bit brighter?

      “Oh, um, my apologies,” Simon said. “My first language is actually French. I still sometimes misunderstand English connotations, Miss — Elaine, ah, sorry.” He winced, and Elaine chuckled.

      “I would never have guessed,” she said, with a hint of admiration. “Your accent is so perfect. I would try switching languages for you, but I’m afraid I’m a bit of a western stereotype. My French is, um… un peu mal.” Elaine winced at the mangled words, but to his credit, Simon managed to keep a straight face. “What can I do for you?” she asked quickly, smoothing over the moment of awkwardness.

      “I wanted to check that everything is still going well,” Simon admitted. “I suppose… I’d also hoped we might stay in touch a bit. There are so few people in this world who will endure my presence without suspicion, but we seem to have found ourselves in similar positions.”

      The gloom that had wormed its way into Elaine’s heart at Jenna’s departure lifted very slightly. She sighed with relief. “Things are going well so far,” she said. “And I would like that very much. I was worried about keeping up ties outside of Blackfrost, to keep me even-headed.”

      Simon nodded seriously. “I’ve kept up some semblance of a home in Montreal,” he said. “Arcadia can be intoxicating when it’s all you know for too long — a regular dose of reality helps.” He frowned. “But if you’re worried that being a warlock will change you all on its own… I wouldn’t be. There’s good truth to the fact that most warlocks are the sort you wouldn’t want to meet on the street, but I suspect that’s more to do with the manner of person that normally seeks out power. A man who sells himself for power is very different from a man who sells himself for love.”

      Elaine smiled softly. “You’re a very strange man, Simon,” she said. “In a good way, of course.” She eyed him consideringly. “I hope the Lady is doing better?” For your sake, she thought silently, though she didn’t say it out loud.

      Simon nodded slowly. “Better is… relative. She may finally be starting to move forward from Rose’s death. The Lady will never be her old self again, of course… but perhaps that’s for the best.”

      Elaine noticed that his voice hadn’t wavered on his previous wife’s name this time. Rather, he seemed pleasantly distracted by something, and his vivid green eyes swept the flowers in the shop as he spoke.

      “Were you hoping to bring some flowers back to the Briars with you?” she asked.

      Simon flushed for some reason. “Oh, not to the Briars,” he said hastily. “I was thinking that someone else I know could use some cheering up. I thought I might buy something for her, since I’m here.”

      Her? Elaine’s lips quirked upward. “I don’t have any summer flowers, obviously,” she said. “But roses are generally an acceptable gift, no matter the weather.” She gestured toward one of the trellises just next to the counter.

      Simon hesitated. “…no,” he said finally. “No, I think it’s fine. It was just a thought. I hadn’t meant to impose.”

      “I’m not certain you know how to impose on someone, Simon,” Elaine replied wryly.

      “Am I mistaken, or have I walked in on my queen offering flowers to other men?” Liam’s voice carried from the corner of the shop — clearly bemused, in spite of the words.

      Somewhere in the middle of their conversation, Liam had appeared — quite out of thin air. He was wearing mortal-looking clothing again; this time, it was a proper button-down shirt and slacks. The button-down had its sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and the coat around his shoulders seemed barely a nod to the weather.

      He has my name as well, Elaine thought. He doesn’t need to pretend otherwise anymore.

      She shot him a raised eyebrow.

      “If it bothers you so much,” she teased back, “perhaps you should have used the door and knocked first, like a normal person.” She rose to her feet and turned toward Liam as he approached. He tucked her idly beneath his arm, turning his attentions back toward Simon.

      “You should be careful what you accept from her,” he advised the warlock, his bright blue eyes flashing with humor. “If you leave that rose alone and forget, it might just grow to take over your home while you’re away.”

      Elaine smacked him in the shoulder. “And who encouraged that?” she asked rhetorically.

      Simon chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind, Your Lordship,” he said. He gave them both a slight bow. “Since it seems you’re here with a purpose in mind, I won’t remain in the way. Good luck to both of you.”

      There was a slight wistfulness to his voice as he said the last part — but when he straightened again, there was no trace of sadness left in his eyes.

      You should have taken the flowers, she thought at Simon’s back. But healing took time, she reminded herself. If nothing else, Valentine had reminded her of that.

      As Simon departed, Liam paused to consider Elaine. His eyes narrowed. “Well,” he said. “Aren’t you missing something?”

      Elaine knitted her brow. “What is that?” she asked.

      Liam responded by plucking a scarf from the coat rack nearby, tying it neatly around her neck. Elaine laughed as he secured it. “You’ll need to look the part for a bit,” Liam told her. “I thought I’d take my queen on a boring, mortal date before we return.”

      Elaine’s eyes misted a bit, before she could stop them. “A boring, mortal date with you sounds… just lovely.” She took his arm, leaning her head against his shoulder for a moment. A sheepish thought came to her, and she decided to say it aloud rather than keep it to herself. “...I don’t think I will ever grow tired of being near you,” she murmured quietly.

      Liam’s arm tightened on hers. He leaned down to kiss the top of her head. “I hope not,” he said. “I would prefer you next to me as often as possible.” He opened the door to the shop for her, and the two of them ventured out into the cold, arm in arm.

      He leaned down and kissed her, as the snow fell around them. And as strange as it was to think while kissing a cold, wicked faerie lord, Elaine imagined that this must be what happily ever after felt like.
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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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        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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