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      ISAAC AND FLORENCE were sitting at the motel table poring over maps when I woke up. Three cups of Starbucks were centered on the table. I inhaled the scent and shuddered when I realized how good it smelled. This adventure was destroying my discerning palate. Before too long, I’d be willingly downing Folgers crystals and swearing it tasted like my usual roast

      “Are you going to lie there thinking about coffee or are you planning on joining us?” Florence asked without looking up.

      “I need you to teach me how to shield my thoughts better.” I hopped out of bed and headed for the coffee.

      “I’d settle for teaching you how to shield your body better,” Florence said after a quick glance in my direction.

      I looked down at myself. Yep. Completely nude. “Sorry.” I hustled towards the bathroom only pausing long enough to grab my bag and snag my coffee.

      I rewarded myself with a life-affirming sip of Americano after successfully putting on each article of clothing and weaponry. Properly caffeinated, dressed, and armed, I returned to the main room.

      “What are you looking at?” I eyed the maps of Ohio, Illinois, and Tennessee covering the table.

      “Mounds,” Florence said.

      I snickered. “Glad you two found a way to bond.”

      Florence glared at me, but the hardness in her eyes quickly gave way to an amused twinkle, and she snorted. “You are ridiculous.”

      “That’s why everyone loves me. I’m fun.”

      “Barely-controlled chaos is not everyone’s idea of fun.”

      I fluttered my eyelashes at her. “C’mon, Florence. You’re having a little fun, aren’t you?”

      “Between harnessing powerful magic I never dreamed of, breaking ties with the coven I regarded as family, and fleeing my home with a wolf and a dragon?” She smiled. “Maybe a small bit of fun.”

      Isaac ruined my moment of triumph. “Did you know there are over seventy American Indian burial mounds in Ohio alone? I was wondering, Princess Pandemonium” — I stuck my tongue out at him — “if you could narrow it down?”

      “I narrowed it down to mounds, didn’t I? Why do I have to do all the work?”

      “Because you’re the only one who can find and open these gates. We’re the sidekicks,” Isaac said.

      “I prefer minion,” Florence said.

      I rolled my eyes. “You guys are great sidekicks, but to graduate to full minionhood, you’ll need to do a better job of anticipating my needs. Better coffee. Better beer. Maybe a foot massage every afternoon.”

      Isaac laughed. “Can you come look at the map?”

      Isaac’s map was marked with lots of large purple “x’s.” Florence had a tourism guide open with a list of mounds. I sat down and stared at the purple marks. Nothing jumped out at me. Not even a general pull of “start here.”

      “Ummm…” I said. Profundity, thy name is Eleanor. “Maybe I’ll feel something when we get closer?”

      “This area is bigger than the Black Hills,” Isaac said.

      “Bite me.”

      “Pressuring Eleanor to pick a location will probably have a detrimental effect on the overall results. We have over a month to find the gate and can get to Ohio in two reasonable driving days.”

      I tried to shake off the panic-inducing pressure and concentrate on the map, but I couldn’t focus.

      “Why don’t we start driving? We can figure it out on the way,” Florence said.

      “Breakfast first?” I asked.

      “Of course. No one wants to be trapped in a car with a hungry dragon.”

      “I’m not that bad.”

      “Yes, you are,” Isaac and Florence said together.

      We packed up and headed out. I gazed mournfully at the minivan. “This is a far cry from the beautiful truck you bought me in Portland.”

      “We’ll trade it in again soon,” Isaac said. “We’ll need something older with no computer parts. We’ll want to start collecting gasoline. Modern gas stations won’t work if the grid goes down.”

      “By the end of this journey, we might not even have a working car,” Florence added. “Be grateful for what we have now.”

      That shut me up. I’d mourned the impending loss of the internet, but hadn’t thought through all the implications of throwing the world back to a pre-Industrial time. The minivan suddenly looked shiny and new.

      “Fuck,” I said.

      “That about sums it up,” Isaac said.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t until we were well on our way that I’d girded my loins enough to ask the question I’d been dreading. “What’s the damage?”

      “What damage?” Isaac didn’t quite meet my eyes.

      “You know what.”

      Isaac looked at me. “It wasn’t as bad as last time.”

      “Mostly,” Florence added. “In some ways, though, it was worse.”

      “Just tell me!”

      Florence took a deep breath. “As you know, commercial air traffic was grounded. I called my friend at the FAA when we stopped in Murdo. The gate energy rendered my cell phone useless, and I had to use a pay phone. That was an adventure in itself—it’s been a long time since I’ve made a long-distance call from a payphone. He thanked me for the tip, and let me know rather subtly I shouldn’t contact him again. We are credible terrorist threats.”

      “I prefer to think we’re incredible terrorist threats,” Isaac interjected.

      I ignored the admittedly amusing pun. “But no one died?”

      The air in the vehicle grew noticeably chillier.

      “The military is reporting no casualties,” Florence said.

      “We’ve talked about this, Isaac.”

      “Most of western South Dakota and eastern Wyoming lost power during the surge. There are no official reports of the effect that had on hospitals, nursing homes, or vehicles, but there are rumors.”

      “What about backup generators?”

      “They’ll work as long as gasoline supplies are available, but there won’t be any new supplies coming into the area anytime soon.”

      I leaned back in my seat to process. There were a lot of aspects of what I was doing I hadn’t considered beyond the immediate repercussions of a magical surge.

      “We need to warn someone; let them know it’s going to keep happening. They can stockpile supplies in the affected areas, and make alternate delivery arrangements.”

      “I agree,” Florence said. “But I don’t want to compromise my government contacts without reliable information. If they get in trouble or we get identified, things will go downhill even more quickly. We need to stay anonymous—and now that the media is reporting this could be terrorist-related, it’ll be even more challenging.”

      “How do we stay under the radar? Is that even possible without hiding in northern Canada?”

      “It’s going to keep getting easier,” Florence said. “Rapid City airport and the adjacent Air Force base are shut down. The effects of this gate are not intermittent as they were in Portland. There is a permanent bubble of circuit-destroying energy around the gate. In Portland, within a couple of hours, everything except what was caught in the pulse was back online. The power stations there were repaired in short order, and the outages were over in hours.”

      “And this time?”

      “Hear for yourself,” Isaac said and flipped on the radio.

      “…the work of an electromagnetic pulse,” the newscaster said. “It seems to be localized, and we’re waiting on confirmation from the White House on whether they’ve traced this back to any terrorist groups. Communication into and out of the region is slow, but first reports indicate not only is the power out, but there is no estimated date when things will be back online. That means no television, no computers, no cell phones, and anything with computer circuitry—including cars, most appliances, thermostats, gas stations, credit cards, and many other everyday items. Authorities are recommending you fill up your bathtubs and any empty containers with water, open your freezers and refrigerators as infrequently as possible, and check on your elderly neighbors to ensure they’re okay.” Isaac flipped off the radio as it went to commercial.

      “Are you saying this didn’t happen the first time?”

      “Not like this. The plane crashes were on the news, and there were reports of power outages, but since the effects were less widespread and things were better in a few hours, people dismissed it as a freak event. Now they’re throwing around the “T” word with abandon.”

      “I kind of feel like a terrorist right now.”

      “We are not terrorists,” Isaac said. “Terrorists have demands, or political aims, or something.”

      “I’m not a terrorist, then—just someone destroying the very fabric mankind has built its existence on.”

      Florence tsked.

      I corrected myself. “Destroying the fabric of humankind to restore the earth’s balance and unleash a horde of megalomaniacal supernatural beings who might want to punish those who have taken liberties with the earth. That sounds pretty fucking political to me. I am a terrorist.”

      “Well, when you put it that way,” Florence said. “But I think you’re doing the right thing.”

      “I’m pretty sure Timothy McVeigh and Osama bin Laden thought they were on the right track,” I said.

      “There is no way to talk about this without sounding like I’m rationalizing, but we have to believe in what we’re doing. We have to believe what’s happening is right.”

      “I do,” I said. “I don’t want to kill anyone in the process. I can’t stop this without killing myself, and if I believed this truly was the wrong course, I would.” Isaac glared at me out of the corner of his eye. “I’m not going to. The gates need to open. I wish there was a way to stop the loss of innocent life in the process.”

      “That’s what separates you from Osama bin Laden and Timothy McVeigh,” Florence said.

      “Road to hell, good intentions,” I said.

      “Actions based on good intentions are better than no action at all. Sometimes great good looks, on the surface, like great wrong. We are going to change the world.”

      “I know agonizing over this does nothing. I am concerned, however, about the effects of the coming winter on the Black Hills and wherever we go next. If power is not restored and is indeed permanently knocked out, how will people survive? Without transportation, refrigeration, and heat, what will happen?”

      “When it becomes apparent there is no salvaging the power system, evacuations will commence,” Isaac said. “People survived before the advent of electricity and computers, and they can again.”

      “That was with smaller populations, less urban density, and a much, much lower dependence on technology. Today’s people are helpless. The only ones left when I finish will be a bunch of supernaturals, crotchety mountain folk, and doomsday preppers.”

      “Once all the gates are open, and travel between planes resumes, you can take the throne and order your loyal subjects to help,” Florence said.

      “Sure,” I agreed. “What are the chances that will be as easy as it sounds?”

      “Nothing worth doing is easy.”

      “I don’t know—Isaac is totally worth doing, and he’s wicked easy.”

      “Hey!” Isaac said. “I can’t believe you insulted my virtue!”

      “I can’t believe you insulted my eardrums,” Florence said.

      “Thank you,” I said. “For everything. For helping rein in the full blast of power. For finding a way to release me from the bindings placed on me. For standing with us against your coven and your former lover. For being my friend.”

      “I knew you’d be the one to save us all. I will do what I can to stand with you, to protect you, and most importantly, to give you space when you can no longer control your ridiculous hormones.”

      I reached up and squeezed her shoulder. She was giving me an out to think about something else, and I took it. Tomorrow there’d be enough time to worry about how many people I’d kill next time. And the next. And the next.
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      DUSK WAS STARTING to purple the eastern sky when I saw the first building silhouettes thrusting upwards and interrupting the horizon.

      I closed my eyes. The lights of the skyscrapers remained superimposed on my eyelids. I tried to imagine the city at night with scattered bonfires—in metal barrels, of course—to break the darkness. I shivered. I was going to destroy these people’s lives. I was more than Florence’s weapon—I was a nuclear bomb.

      Isaac navigated the traffic with ease while I gaped at the skyline like the tourist I was. I’d never been anywhere larger than Seattle before and paid little attention to the direction the car was going. My view disappeared when Isaac pulled into a long, circular driveway and stopped in front of the biggest house I’d ever seen.

      In answer to my unspoken question, Isaac said, “A friend lives here. It’s safer than a hotel.”

      “What kind of friend? Another shifter?”

      “Yes. The leaders of the Chicago Pride live here.” We piled out of the minivan and headed to the house.

      “We’re not going to have to overthrow another asshole, are we?”

      “I certainly hope not,” someone said from the darkness. I jumped and turned towards the voice.

      In front of me was the most unassumingly beautiful couple I’d ever seen. They were of average height—much taller than me—and their skin was so dark they seemed to detach from the shadows as they stepped forward. He was a hair taller than her, and his head was shaved. Her black hair floated around her face in a cloud of tight curls. They looked majestic, and I fought the urge to incline my head in acknowledgment of their dominance.

      “Florence, Eleanor, this is Candace and Joseph,” Isaac said.

      I reached my hand out. Joseph shook it, but Candace stared at it until I dropped it. This was going to be fun.

      “Candace is the leader of the Chicago Pride, and Joseph is her mate,” Isaac continued, ignoring Candace’s slight.

      “One of my mates,” she corrected.

      “The best mate,” Joseph said in heavily accented English. She smiled at him, and her white teeth gleamed in the near-dark.

      “Joseph and I have known each other for a long time,” Isaac said.

      “Glad I am to see you again,” Joseph said. “It has been too long. I see you have a mate of your own now. Your search finally bore fruit.”

      Isaac put his arm around me and pulled me close. I wasn’t sure how I felt about this “mate” talk, and I opened my mouth to dispute things. It was one thing to say I was his mate to appease an asshole wolf, but another thing completely to start introducing me that way regularly.

      “Candace, you look even lovelier than last time I saw you—something I didn’t think possible.” Isaac squeezed me even tighter, and I closed my mouth.

      “Your tongue is as smooth as always. Please, come inside,” Candace said. “I will have someone help you with your bags.”

      We followed Joseph and Candace inside.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I bounced up and down on the bed and looked around the room. “You introduced me as your mate.”

      “Is that a problem?” Isaac asked.

      “I’m not your mate. I’m your girlfriend.”

      “It saves a lot of unnecessary hassles and protects you from unwanted advances.”

      “I don’t need that kind of protection.”

      “Shifter culture is different. An unattached female is fair game.”

      “I don’t care what shifters think about my availability. I’m the only one who gets to decide how available I am.”

      Isaac looked at me but didn’t quite meet my eyes. “Fine.”

      “Tell me about your friends?” I asked. I needed to assuage his pride without compromising myself.

      “Joseph and I met during the Great War, and although I didn’t spend much time with him after, we remained friends.”

      “Anything I should know about them or the Pride? I don’t want to put my foot in my mouth.”

      “Candace runs this Pride with an iron fist. There were about twenty-five members last I heard, but only four or five males. The rest of the Pride shares the males, but I don’t know if Candace shares Joseph. She’s possessive.”

      “Sounds like an interesting place.”

      Isaac kissed me, but before things heated up too much, someone knocked on the door.

      “Candace requests your presence in the library for drinks and hors d’oeuvres before dinner,” the servant said.

      “Do we need to dress for dinner?” Isaac asked.

      The man’s upper lip curled as he eyed our travel-stained jeans and t-shirts. “If you have something clean, it would not go amiss.”

      “We will be ready and appropriately attired in twenty minutes,” Isaac said.

      “Very good, sir.”

      “Where am I going to get appropriate attire? All I have is hiking clothes and blue jeans.”

      Isaac opened his duffel and pulled out a garment bag. He hung it in the closet and slowly unzipped it. In it were a suit—one of the sharpest I’d ever seen—and a dress. Calling it a dress didn’t do it justice—it was approaching gown territory. Isaac pulled two pairs of shoes from the bag and started stripping.

      “I feel like I should get an updo and a manicure to do this justice.” The sleeveless dress was emerald green chiffon with ruched bodice and a V-neck that dipped enough to be tantalizing, but not enough to be a potential wardrobe malfunction. The skirt ended above the knee and flared out delightfully. It was gorgeous. I took off my jeans and t-shirt and glanced over at Isaac when he made a noise. He was staring at me, naked lust in his eyes, and my knees went a bit weak.

      “Here.” He thrust a small bag at me. Inside were a strapless bra and the matching silk G-string. After replacing my underthings, freshening up with a sink wash in the bathroom, and pulling my hair up into a messy—but hopefully elegant—bun, I slid the dress over my head and had Isaac zip me up. A near-stranger stared back at from the full-length mirror. I’d gone from mildly attractive to sixties siren. I practiced my most alluring smile but succeeded only in looking like I had indigestion.

      I looked at the shoes for the first time. “Holy shit! Crystal-encrusted Christian Louboutins? These must have cost a fortune!”

      “I’m surprised you recognized them. I didn’t think you were much of a shoe person.”

      “I’ve watched the Oscars—and the red sole is distinctive. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have.”

      My feet slid easily into the shoes and waited for the anticipated wicked discomfort—a four-inch heel does not inspire the expectation of comfort. They weren’t bad, though. I wouldn’t want to wear them for hours, and not because they cost more than everything else I owned combined.

      Isaac pulled me towards him, and we looked at ourselves in the mirror. He looked amazing. From his black wingtips to his black suit—not even a subtle pinstripe to break it up—and his shirt was almost blindingly white. I touched the shirt—the material felt thick and rich and was nothing like the business casual shirts I was used to seeing. The only spot of color was his garnet-colored tie.

      “You look gorgeous,” I said.

      “Right back at you.”

      I gazed at our reflection until we were interrupted again by a knock. “If you’re ready, sir, madam.” The servant didn’t betray a flicker of surprise at how well we’d cleaned up, which was disappointing. He led us to the library where Florence waited. She, too, had dressed up in a floor-length, brilliantly blue off-the-shoulder gown. It flowed over her shape perfectly and sparkled here and there with randomly placed crystals.

      “Wow! Florence! You look fantastic. When did you guys go shopping? And why?”

      “It’s useful being a psychic. Most people think it’s all ‘the world is in danger’ or ‘a dark man is stalking you from the shadows,’ but there’s a fair amount of ‘bring an umbrella’ and ‘you’ll need a cocktail dress.’”

      “You’re awesome,” I said.

      “I know.” She smirked.

      Joseph and Candace arrived hand-in-hand, followed by a server bearing a tray of champagne cocktails. After everyone had a drink, Joseph got down to business.

      “Isaac, you and your people can stay for one night because we’ve been friends for a hundred years and my lady is generous, but you need to be straight with me. Why are you traveling with a mage and a Fae?” He made Fae sound like a dirty word. I opened my mouth to protest, but Isaac’s hand on my arm stilled me.

      “There are three reasons, and it is a long story. Would you like to hear it now, or wait until after dinner when we’ll have time to sit and digest both the sure-to-be-excellent meal as well as this tale?”

      “Let us talk only of light and bubbly things now,” Candace decided. “A champagne conversation to go with our champagne cocktails.”

      We discussed the local soccer rivalry between the Chicago Pack and the Chicago Pride. Not a mention of the strange events in Portland and the Black Hills. No speculation about the probability of terrorist attack versus solar flares. I knew little about soccer and even less about the local teams, so I tuned out. Something was up with Isaac. He was hiding something from me. I thought we’d taken care of all this nonsense when he’d told me about Emma and Michelle. My stomach knotted with nerves and I gulped my champagne to try to soothe my agitation. I set down the glass and turned back to the group in time to see Florence eying me with what looked like pity. I didn’t know if she was reading my thoughts, Isaac’s thoughts, or the future, but whatever she saw wasn’t good. The champagne I’d swallowed tried to make a reappearance and a line of sweat broke out on my hairline. She turned back to the others. Short of making a scene—which was not my style—there was nothing to do now. I took some deep, even breaths and attempted to slow my heart rate before the predators in the room noticed.
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      There were a dozen people already in the dining room when our small group arrived.

      “Most of the pride lives in the neighborhood,” Candace explained. I sat next to her at one end of the table. Joseph and Isaac were at the other end, and Florence was about halfway down. “The only ones who stay at the house are pregnant females, females who are in heat, and the males they’ve chosen to mate with.”

      I tried to discern which of my fellow diners were pregnant and which were in heat. Other than the two women who looked to be approaching the end of their terms, there was no way to tell unless I started asking questions, and I was savvy enough to know that was never a good idea.

      Dinner was delicious, but I couldn’t tell you after what we’d eaten. The wine flowed too freely to allow for stilted conversation, and I found myself babbling away to the woman seated next to me about coffee and beer. I was sober enough to guard my tongue when it came to more sensitive subjects, and when she poured me another glass of wine, batted her eyelashes at me winsomely, and asked if I had a sensitivity to iron, I was glad my metabolism worked as well as it did. I ignored the wine in favor of the glass of water in front of me and tried to catch Isaac’s eye.

      It looked like he and Joseph were arguing—which meant everyone in the room who was paying attention, except me with under-developed hearing, could hear them. I slowed my breathing and tried to hone in on Isaac’s voice, ignoring everything else.

      “...nothing more than a trap?” Isaac sounded angry.

      “It’s not like that,” Joseph replied. “You are my friend. I would never do anything to harm you.”

      “It’s not me I’m worried about.”

      “She is Fae. You said on the phone she was your mate, but you left out the part where she was Fae—the Fae we’re supposed to watch for. She’s blinded you, enthralled you. The mage is in league with her—or possibly another thrall. Can’t you see she’s using you? She’s certainly not beautiful enough to have caught your eye without magical aid.”

      I gasped out loud. Isaac looked across the room and caught my eye. He winked at me. It didn’t look like Joseph had noticed I was listening.

      “Joseph, my friend. I am not enthralled—at least not magically. The hold she has on me isn’t unnatural any more than the hold Candace has over you. And if you ever insult her again in my hearing, we will have more than words. I was assigned by my Alpha to watch her when we realized who she was and what she was going to do. The first time she saw me, she threw a knife at me. I’m one of the oldest wolves on this continent, and even though I was not at my best, she shouldn’t have been able to get a knife in me at all. If I hadn’t been quick—and if her knife had been silver—she would’ve killed me. It was a perfect heart shot.”

      “Dammit!” I said. “I can’t believe you let me think I’d missed all this time!”

      Conversation stopped, and everyone at the table turned to look at me. I blushed. Busted.

      Isaac laughed, and Joseph squirmed in his seat.

      Candace clapped her hands, commanding the attention of everyone in the room. “Joseph and I will have brandies with our guests in the drawing room. The rest of you will retire for the evening.”

      Chairs were scraped back, and the other diners slowly trickled out amid a buzz of conversation.

      I approached Isaac and Florence at the foot of the table.

      “Are we safe here?” I asked. I didn’t bother to whisper.

      “I don’t know,” he replied.

      “Of course you’re safe here,” Candace said. “We offered you shelter for the evening, and we won’t break hospitality. But come now; this is not a conversation to have in front of the help.”

      I shot a sympathetic look at the people clearing the table. I wasn’t impressed with people who weren’t polite to those they deemed inferior. Real character manifests in how well you treat those who have no recourse against you.

      In the drawing room, which didn’t appear to be a good room for drawing at all—there was only one tiny window—full brandy snifters awaited us. Candace shut the door, took a snifter, and then sat in the almost throne-like chair, leaving the rest of us to follow.

      “Tell us your tale now, Isaac,” Candace commanded. “I would hear how you came to be traveling with a mage and a Fae. We know who she is and what she’s been doing, and I want to know why I should let her go tomorrow.”

      I bit back a smirk. Candace obviously didn’t know everything about me if she thought she could hold me. Our room had a fucking balcony. I wouldn’t fly away and leave Florence and Isaac behind, but still. I could totally escape.

      Isaac took a long sip of his brandy before beginning his story.

      “Joseph, may I assume you’ve told Candace about Michelle?”

      “I have.”

      He took another sip and then began. “When I was finally freed from Michelle after the vampire currently known as Raj Allred took over her territory and the territory of all vampire clans in the Pacific Northwest, I was returned alive but damaged to Charles. Charles had been the Alpha in the greater Portland area since my disappearance, having been my second when I had that role. Even in my brief years of freedom in the sixties, he maintained the Alpha role because my damaged control wouldn’t serve me if I tried to reclaim my position.

      “Charles tried to help me with my control, but as I was still stronger, he was unable to do so. He couldn’t put a call out for a more powerful wolf to help me, because that would leave him vulnerable to a hostile takeover as any wolf strong enough to aid me would then, of course, be stronger than him. I spent most of my time alone in my house in the woods, close enough to draw on the pack’s control to aid my own during the full moon, but far enough away to let Charles maintain the fiction of his dominance.

      “Charles came to me when the local coven informed him the gates of magic keeping the Fae out of this world were weakening, and the first lock would break in Portland. He’d seen two Fae in the forest, looking for something not on any established trail. He wanted me to confront and take out these Fae.

      “I waited until Eleanor appeared alone. I’d made great pains to hide my scent so she couldn’t smell the wolf on me. Even though she was startled, she not only maintained her poise, she attacked. As you may have heard earlier, if I’d been any slower, her knife would’ve pierced my heart. It was steel, and the wound wouldn’t have been fatal, but it would’ve hurt like hell. I retreated and shifted at the edge of the clearing. After that encounter, I knew I could never kill her.

      “I watched. A few nights later, I followed her and her companion to a bar catering to supernaturals. Her companion was a regular attendee, but it was clear she’d never been there before.”

      I was startled. Finn hadn’t said he’d been there before, but he certainly let me believe it was his first time, too. I’d be asking Isaac a few questions later. I had a feeling the more I knew about Finn’s motivations, the better I’d be able to defend against whatever shit he sprung next.

      Isaac glossed over the back hallway shenanigans and told the rest of the gate opening story. There were no more surprises for me, and I breathed a quiet sigh of relief.

      When Isaac concluded his tale—ending it with the warning that everything was about to change—both lions turned their gazes to me. I felt pinned for a second, and then remembered that although they were predators, no one was above me on the food chain. I pulled the dragon forward enough to feel the power course through my blood and smiled at them. Joseph looked away, but Candace did not. Interesting.

      “Now what? Will you send an assassin after me when we leave?”

      Candace ignored my questions. “What are your intentions? After you’ve destroyed the world, will you leash all shifters the way you’ve leashed your wolf? You must be powerful to have neutered him so thoroughly.”

      “My goal is to open the gates and allow magic to saturate the world again. There is only one shifter who holds my interest. He is free to stay or go as he wishes, and if he chooses to leave, I won’t stop him. I don’t know what to offer you that will appease you and not compromise my word. We will search for the third gate whether or not you approve. My question remains: will you send assassins after us tomorrow?”

      “I suggest you leave at first light. I will not have the balance of my world upset because some Fae upstart has delusions of glory. William will show you back to your rooms.” She pressed a button, and the door opened.

      Our guide from earlier was in the doorway. “This way, please.”

      Florence followed us into our room. “Candace was telling the truth. If we leave at first light, no harm will come to us.”
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      IT WAS TOO damn early the next morning when Isaac woke me up. I dressed blearily, wishing I could ring William for a cup of coffee. Less than a day with servants—and most of that asleep—had spoiled me. If I ever took the throne—something I still wasn’t sure was plausible or desirable—I’d exalt the royal coffee bringer above all others.

      We were dressed and ready to go way before first light. Florence was waiting in the hall, and William appeared at the end of the corridor.

      “Joseph would see you in the drawing room before you leave. I’ve taken the liberty of having fresh coffee prepared to sustain you on your journey.” William was definitely in the running for best servant of all time.

      I hadn’t been too excited to meet with ‘Mr. She’s Not That Good Looking,’ but for coffee, I’d make the sacrifice. Joseph was waiting by the single window. A coffee pot, cups, and a basket of scones were on the side table.

      I helped myself to a cup of coffee. The cups were way too small—who drank coffee out of something like these?—but the coffee was magnificent.

      I took another fortifying sip as Joseph began to speak.

      “Isaac, I can’t pretend to understand why you’re doing this, and I’m still suspicious of your Fae and the hold she has on you, but you and I have been friends for a century. If we forgot those ties every time one of us had a lapse in judgment, our friendship would’ve ended after the dance hall incident of 1917.” Isaac and Joseph laughed uproariously. I rolled my eyes.

      “Since we’re all besties again, what’s the deal with holding us up until sunrise?” I asked. “Are you supposed to make sure we’re still here at first light so your mate can attempt to have me killed?”

      “Of course not!” Joseph sounded outraged. I wasn’t buying it. “I wanted to say goodbye to my oldest friend, let him know I’d secured the vehicle he requested, and give him some advice on how to avoid Candace’s people.”

      “And you expect me to believe you’re here without Candace’s knowledge? I saw your relationship dynamic. You probably wouldn’t wipe your ass without a permission slip.”

      “Eleanor, stop.” Isaac’s voice silenced me and a wave of shame heated my face. Joseph was one of Isaac’s best friends, and I was treating him even more shabbily than he’d treated me. I was definitely not ready to grace the cover of “How to Win Friends and Influence People.”

      “I’m sorry, Joseph. I am suspicious of your intentions, and my tongue ran away with me. I hope you’ll accept my apology.”

      Joseph bowed stiffly in my direction. “Of course. It would be ungracious in the extreme to not.” He turned to Isaac. “Perhaps we could finish our conversation in private? I’ll have William show your women to the new car. He can load the luggage for them.”

      I squashed the urge to put a knife in Joseph’s back. You’d think someone who was essentially a favored plaything of a queen would be a little less misogynistic. I looked at Florence. The air around her was taking on a decidedly crystalized look. “Florence? Chill. Or, more accurately, don’t.”

      Florence tamped down her temper and the lines in her face smoothed out again. She held out her hand to Joseph, and he took it. She stared into his face for a second and then dropped it. “Thank you for the night’s shelter. It’s been interesting.”

      William came back into the room, grabbed our bags, and Florence and I followed him out. In the driveway next to the mini-van was another car. A weird-ass looking station wagon.

      “What’s that?” I asked. It was fascinatingly ugly.

      “A 1956 Hudson Rambler,” William answered. “They’re extremely rare.”

      “Probably because they’re ugly,” Florence observed.

      “I like it.”

      William placed our bags in the large trunk-region and I noticed there were six five-gallon gas cans strapped down as well.

      “Do you know what kind of mileage this thing gets?” I asked.

      “I believe the highway mileage is above thirty,” William replied.

      “Thank you. This car is amazing.”

      “It was a pleasure serving you. I wish you the best of luck in your future endeavors. Do not worry over-much about the wrath of Candace. She will be distracted today, and will soon forget about you.”

      I looked more closely at William. I’d known he wasn’t human—an elderly man couldn’t carry that many bags with ease—but I’d assumed he was a shifter. For a moment, instead of an old man, I saw a mahogany creature about three feet tall with pointed ears, too-long limbs, and an oversized nose. A pointed cap crowned his long, white hair and his only other clothing was a loincloth.

      “Brownie,” I whispered.

      “Indeed, Your Majesty.” He bowed and his human façade slipped back into place.

      He disappeared into the mansion and I grinned. The day was definitely looking up.

      “What did you see?” Florence asked.

      “I’ll tell you later,” I thought at her.

      We stood and waited. And waited. It was almost 6:30 now, and the sun would be up soon. I started to get nervous. Five minutes later, Isaac stalked out of the house. We all got into the car—I was driving—and left the estate.

      “Before you yell at her, you need to know she was right,” Florence said.

      Isaac’s lips pressed into a thin line. Our relationship was still shiny and new, and this was the first time he’d been mad at me. It sucked. I opened my mouth to apologize again, but Isaac spoke first, “Not now, Eleanor.”

      Knowing I was right wasn’t enough to quell the sick feeling twisting my gut. My mind kept swirling over everything I could’ve done differently until I was ready to scream. I needed something to center me before I inadvertently lit the car on fire. “Florence, do you have the map back there? I need a little navigational assistance.”

      Florence gave me directions to the freeway, but other than that, the only noise was the traffic. After a couple of hours, I needed a break. Too much tension on top of the coffee left me with an urgent need to pee. I pulled off the freeway and into the nearest greasy spoon.

      When I got back out to the dining area, Florence and Isaac were leaning into each other across a table. I couldn’t hear them, but based on the rigid set of Isaac’s shoulders and Florence’s emphatic gesticulation, it was intense. I loitered near the counter until the waitress started giving me stink eye, then clomped over and slid in beside Isaac. After ordering coffee and second breakfast, Florence excused herself and headed towards the back of the diner.

      Never one to beat around the bush, I decided to put on my big girl panties and start talking.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have been such an asshat to your friend. I could’ve found a more polite way to make my suspicions known. I handled myself poorly.”

      Silence stretched out between us and I sat on my hands to keep from fidgeting. I peeked at Isaac through my lashes, hoping to see his expression soften.

      I was about to figuratively die from stress before Isaac said, “I’m sorry, too. I should know you well enough to know your instincts about people are excellent.”

      As long as we ignore Finn’s existence in my life, I thought to myself.

      “Florence filled me in on Joseph’s thoughts while you were in the bathroom. She offered a few unsolicited opinions about my character while she was at it. As you suspected, he was trying to delay us until daybreak. He is helpless to Candace’s whims, and his accusations of me being in your thrall are laughable after finding out you were right about his inability to do anything without express permission.”

      I opened my mouth to offer sympathy or empathy or a solid condemnation of his now presumably ex-friend, but he interrupted, “Let me finish. Maybe you were right about Joseph, but you were also right a moment ago. You handled it in a piss-poor manner, and I’m still mad at you. I’m angry you insulted my friend with no fucking evidence.”

      My mouth closed and my stomach dropped.

      No one spoke again until we returned to the car after paying for brunch.

      “I’m driving,” Florence said. “You two sit in the back and make up.”

      I didn’t want to, but it’s impossible to argue with Florence. Isaac joined me in the back seat with zero protest.

      After thirty minutes of charged silence, Florence said, “Since you’re not ready to make up, maybe Eleanor could tell us about William?”

      I filled them in on what I’d seen when he dropped his glamour—or when my eyes penetrated his glamour. When Florence confirmed she hadn’t seen anything weird at all, it seemed like the latter was more likely.

      “A brownie, eh?” Isaac asked. “I don’t know much about them.”

      “My experience with brownies is confined to illicit foodstuffs,” Florence said.

      “What now?” I couldn’t have been more shocked if she’d told me she ate babies for breakfast.

      “Delicious and relaxing,” Florence said. “You two should try them. You’re both too uptight.”

      Isaac chuckled but refused to meet my eyes. The laughter that had been bubbling up inside me quickly dissipated. In the scheme of things, a lovers’ quarrel wasn’t a big thing, but it felt more insurmountable than finding and opening six more gates in nine months without the aid of electricity, indoor plumbing, and the internet. I charged onward, trying not to jump to conclusions with a single bound.

      “William the Brownie who, as far as I could tell, was not made of pot offered his support, such as it is. I’m still learning all the Fae stuff, and without our resident Fae resource, a lot of this is vague memories and semi-educated guesses. Brownies are earth Fae tied to an individual family—like Dobby the house elf. They take great pride in keeping the house and grounds spotless and make excellent housekeepers and butlers. This one seemed loyal to me—or, at least he knew who I was and wanted me out of his sphere of influence alive. Either way, it worked.”
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      Once we’d settled into our Cleveland motel rooms, I ordered a pizza, Isaac did a beer run, and Florence pulled out the maps and guide books.

      When the anticipated knock came on the door, I peered through the peephole to ensure there was a pizza out there. I didn’t care if a dozen vamps were delivering it, but if they didn’t have pizza, I wasn’t opening the door.

      I paid the pizza delivery person and set our dinner on the table.

      “When I finish knocking out the grid, what will happen to banking? Will what money people have be precious, or will these twenties be worthless?”

      Florence and Isaac sported identical expressions of shock.

      “Shit,” Isaac said. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “What currency will get us what we need to finish the trip? We might want to look into obtaining some while we still can,” I said.

      “What will be valuable in a post-currency world? I used to read a lot of post-apocalyptic novels, and in them, the economy usually reverted to a barter system,” Florence said. “We should slowly withdraw all our funds and keep a large cash stockpile to use up before people realize it’s worthless.”

      “Isn’t that kind of...wrong? I don’t want to cheat people.”

      “You can attempt to barter if you’d rather, but most people will think you’re trying to cheat them. I’ve seen it in stories.”

      I shrugged. It was nothing but speculation now anyway. “What do we do when our worthless cash money is either gone or actually worthless?”

      “Before that happens, we’ll spend the cash on non-perishable but valuable items we can use to barter.”

      “Like what?”

      “We’ll want to think about our needs as well—we’ll continue to need food even when there’s no more access to take out.”

      I sighed melodramatically. “Destroying the world is no big deal, really. I mean, I’ll miss the internet, but no more Taco Bell is an absolute travesty. I wish I’d realized that was a possibility.” I was hoping my light-hearted black comedy would lighten the atmosphere between Isaac and me.

      Florence said, “In addition to ensuring we have enough food, we’ll need things with a high trade value: ammunition, gasoline, coffee, alcohol, and medicine. A stockpile of those items will help us barter our way across the country.”

      I grabbed a slice of pizza and took the beer Isaac handed me, mulling over a future without paper currency. A growing sense of unease had weighed me down all day, and it was easier to think about living in a pre-industrial era than to try to pinpoint what was wrong.

      I’d assumed it was my fight with Isaac, but something in my gut told me that wasn’t it. It wasn’t until I’d polished off the last slice of pizza that it hit me. “We’re going the wrong way. Something’s felt weird all day, and it wasn’t until right now that I figured it out. Before you ask, I don’t know what the right way is, but this isn’t it.”

      Florence finished her slice and unfolded the map, tracing a route in pencil. “I propose we take Route Three south through Columbus and Cincinnati. You will concentrate on your weird feelings. If we don’t get a hit by the time we’re in Cincinnati, we’ll continue through Kentucky and then Tennessee. Hopefully, by the time we get to Memphis, you’ll have a general direction in mind—either south to Mississippi or North to Illinois. If we make haste slowly, you’ll pick something up, right?”

      “Maybe? I didn’t feel the second gate until I was about ten miles from it.”

      “But you didn’t feel the first gate until you were within one mile,” Isaac pointed out. “Your sensitivity and range are both increasing.”

      “Cities deaden it, though. There’s too much iron and concrete. I can’t feel it as easily here. I hate what I’m going to say next, but we need to camp as much as possible. I need to spend more time sitting in the dirt and less sitting in crappy motel rooms. Plus, if refrigeration is going away, I’d like to spend the next month eating Isaac’s amazing camp fire meat creations.”

      “Perhaps you can drop me off in the nearest town every night,” Florence said. “I can be in charge of stockpiling our post-apocalyptic stash.”

      “You don’t want to camp with us?” I asked. “I thought you liked camping.”

      “What gave you that impression?”

      “The two weeks we spent in the Badlands?”

      “It was necessary to camp because we needed wilderness to practice your magic and flying. Not because I wanted to spend two weeks in a tent and drinking water from a questionable tap in the middle of nowhere.”

      “But shouldn’t you like being one with the land?”

      “Because I’m an Indian? Seriously?”

      “I was going to say mage,” I said.

      “Fair point. I like connecting to the earth, but I also like sleeping in a bed. Speaking of which, that’s what I’m going to do right now.”

      Florence returned to her room, and Isaac and I were finally alone. I looked at him, hoping he’d initiate a conversation that started with ‘I’m over it,’ moved to ‘let’s kiss and make up,’ and ended with us in bed. He went into the bathroom and closed the door. I heard the shower turn on and opened another beer.

      I’d finished two and was contemplating a third before the shower shut off. Either I was drinking extraordinarily fast, or Isaac was avoiding me. I checked the clock. Ninety minutes had gone by since Florence had taken her leave. Definitely some avoidance happening here.

      I briefly considered stripping down before he walked into the room, but dismissed that idea as unnecessarily desperate. If he was still mad tomorrow night, I’d pull out the big guns—my boobs.

      I dug through my pack and grabbed pajamas. I’d finished my third beer and was well into the book on Mound Builders of the Mississippi Valley before Isaac reappeared. I barely glanced up—this stuff was fascinating. I’d hoped something would reach out and grab me, but the photographs didn’t exhibit any hidden power.

      Isaac dropped his towel, and I dropped my book. I attempted to ogle surreptitiously but gave it up as a bad job fairly quickly. I congratulated myself for being the mature one and watched—maturely—as Isaac bent over to pull a pair of boxer briefs from his bag. I licked my lips then suppressed my groan of disappointment when he pulled them on.

      He turned and caught me staring. I blushed, which pissed me off and made me feel belligerent. He raised an eyebrow at me, and since I still lacked the ability to do the same, I rolled my eyes back. Isaac grinned and sat down next to me. I held my breath. Was it finally kiss and make up time?

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “Me, too.”

      He brushed his lips against mine. I wanted to press forward and throw myself into his arms, but held back, still a bit unsure of my reception.

      I leaned back. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

      He quirked that damnable eyebrow at me again. “Kissing?”

      I punched him in the shoulder. “I hate that I’m not sure if you’ll pull away if I try to take things further. I hate that I second guess myself. I hate that I spent all day freaking out about a relationship. This isn’t me. I don’t have relationships, and if I do, they’re one-sided—and it’s not my side. I don’t do relationship freak outs. I don’t do fights. I definitely don’t do sick feelings that make me want to simultaneously throw up and curl into the fetal position.”

      Isaac pulled away from me. “Are you saying you don’t want this? One fight is all it takes for you to walk away.”

      “No!” I was louder than necessary. I tried to convince myself it wasn’t because I was trying to convince myself. It had to be the truth because I was able to say it, right? “I want you. I don’t want the crap parts.”

      Isaac exhaled forcefully, then pulled me into his arms. “Have you ever been in a relationship before?”

      “Not one that’s lasted this long, and never one I cared about.”

      “This long? We’ve only known each other for a couple of months.”

      “Your point?”

      “My point is by the ripe old age of thirty-four, a lot of people have been in a relationship or two.”

      I tensed and tried to extract myself from his arms, but he didn’t loosen his hold. “I’m not good with people. Are you trying to fight again?”

      “No. I didn’t realize how new this all was for you.”

      “I’ve never felt this way before. I’ve never let anyone hurt me this badly and then stuck around for what’s next. You confound me.”

      Isaac dropped a kiss on the tip of my nose. “I’m sorry, Eleanor.” He kissed each of my cheeks. “I’m sorry for not being able to drop my anger sooner.” He brushed his lips against mine. “I’m sorry for making you doubt yourself and my love for you.” His hands slid to my waist, found the hem of my tank top, and slowly slid it up. His thumbs skimmed my bare nipples, and I gasped. “I’m sorry I hurt you.” He pulled my shirt over my head in one swift movement and leaned down to flick my nipples with his tongue—first one and then the other.

      “Before we go any further, I have something to say, too.” My sentence devolved into a moan as Isaac sucked my left nipple into his mouth. “Please?” I wasn’t sure if I was asking him to stop or to keep going. He stopped, and I quelled my disappointment.

      “I feel bad I accused your friend of having ill intent, and even worse that I was right. I was a jerk. A jerk who sucks at relationships.”

      Isaac’s fingers resumed their journey over my skin, trailing over my hips and sliding under the material of my silky boy shorts. I grabbed his face and pulled him down to my mouth, kissing him like it was the last time I’d feel his tongue against mine. A ferocity I didn’t recognize swelled in my chest.

      Claim him. Mark him. I jumped. My inner voice didn’t often surprise me. It was my inner voice, after all. But this was new.

      “Are you okay?” Isaac asked.

      “Yes. My inner monologue is a bit off today.”

      “Are you trying to get out of this?” He ran a hand between my legs, cupping my sex and rubbing his thumb over the growing wetness on the material. I lost my train of thought. He laid on top of me, forcing my legs apart. His hardness strained against the twin barriers of his underwear and mine, and I wanted those barriers gone. Now. I grasped him, lifted my hips, pressing myself even tighter against him, and started shimmying off my shorts.

      “Are you going to share?” Isaac asked, helping me strip before removing his boxer briefs. He plunged into me and then held excruciatingly still. I tried to wiggle underneath him, but I was pinned down. Heat built in my center, but without a release, I was sure I’d explode. I tried to remember the question.

      “Something about claiming and marking.”

      “Oh,” he said. Then he started to move.

      “Oh? What’s that mean?” Isaac moved faster and faster, and I let go of my questions—for now. He brought me to the cusp of orgasm over and over, then stopped and waited for the fires to bank before starting over.

      “Isaac Walker, I am going to murder you if you do that again,” I said through gritted teeth.

      He laughed, and this time when we reached the edge, he didn’t stop. We fell together, and it was glorious.

      A bit later, after some cuddles and clean-up, I asked again. “Why ‘Oh?’”

      “Do you know what claiming and marking mean to a shifter?”

      “Do you know how obnoxious it is to answer a question with a question?”

      Isaac laughed. “Fair enough. To claim or mark someone is to permanently designate them as your mate. It’s a metaphysical sign to all other shifters—and any other supernaturals who care to see—that a person is mated and unavailable.”

      “Like a sign saying ‘Keep Away—This One’s Mine?’”

      “More like a wedding ring.”

      “Oh.”

      We spent a few minutes not making eye contact, although that might have been entirely one-sided. I didn’t want to look up to find out, but I was a grown-up, dammit.

      Isaac didn’t look nearly as terrified as I felt. In fact, if I were to analyze his expression, I might be forced to describe it as barely repressed excitement. I narrowed my eyes. He repressed a little bit more.

      “There are benefits. The exchange of marks occurs by biting off and swallowing a bit of each other’s flesh. For the bonding to take effect, both parties have to participate. The marks, once active, will stay active until one of the partners dies. It really is a “’Til Death Do You Part” joining, which makes it unattractive to most people. Few couples go through the claiming unless they’re one hundred percent positive they’ve found a true soul mate.

      “The marks alert you when your mate is in proximity and allows for a conversational telepathy between mates—even those that don’t have psychic skills. It allows strong surges of emotions to get through the bond, which can be unfortunate if one person is in pain and can’t control what’s being exchanged. The proximity alert and the psychic bonds would allow one to find their mate if they had gone missing.”

      “Huh.” I was definitely winning this conversation.

      “Are you okay?”

      “A little confused. A couple hours ago, we were fighting, and now we’re talking about marriage.”

      “You brought it up.”

      “I wouldn’t have if I’d known what I was bringing up,” I muttered.

      “Are you opposed to the idea?” Isaac asked. He was motionless.

      I didn’t know how to answer. I couldn’t lie, but I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. “It’s a big 180 from where we were earlier today when I thought you were ready to pull the plug on us. It’s fast, Isaac. Responsible and rational women don’t think about marriage two months into a relationship.”

      “The magazines say I’m the one who’s supposed to have commitment issues—not you,” Isaac said. He pulled me into his arms.

      “Magazines don’t get me. I don’t care much about clothes or shoes, I’ve never worried about how to keep my man, I don’t spend a lot of time worrying about flat abs in advance of bikini season, and I don’t need sixty sex tips to rock my guy’s world.”

      Isaac kissed me. “You rock my world. I assumed it was because of your secret Cosmo subscription.”

      I laughed. “All home grown moves, baby.”

      “We’re moving off subject.”

      “That was deliberate.”

      “Five more minutes, and then I promise to drop it,” Isaac said.

      “Deal.”

      “The words ‘mark’ and ‘claim’ popped into your head? Had you ever heard them before?”

      “Not that I recall.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time foresight popped up. Could it be that?”

      I mulled that over. “That’s the most likely explanation. We should ask Florence tomorrow.”

      “Don’t freak out,” Isaac said.

      “I’m not freaking out.”

      “I didn’t mean right now.” He got out of bed and rummaged through his bag. I enjoyed the view and tried not to freak out. It’s much harder not to freak out when someone tells you specifically not to freak out.

      Isaac climbed back into bed. He was holding a small box. I did not hyperventilate, but it was a near thing.

      He opened it, and instead of the diamond solitaire I was dreading, there was a simple blue and brown band. I looked at Isaac, “What is it?”

      “It’s an engagement ring,” he answered. “Will you marry me?”

      I opened my mouth—I still wasn’t hyperventilating—and asked, “What’s it made of?”

      “Petrified wood and turquoise. It won’t trigger either of our metal allergies.”

      “How long have you had it?”

      “Decades.” Isaac tried to catch my eye, but I avoided it. I didn’t know if it was better or worse that he hadn’t gotten this ring specifically for me. Isaac tried to slip the ring on my finger.

      I pulled back. “This is weird.”

      “Are you going to say yes?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not ready.”

      “But your spidey sense says you are.”

      “My spidey sense is not one hundred percent reliable. It said Finn was a good friend.”

      “The best time to do the ceremony is around the full moon.”

      “When is the full moon?” I asked. I was not freaking out.

      “The next one is October 18—it’s the Hunter’s Moon.”

      “And today is?”

      “September 25.”

      “That’s less than a month.” I swallowed. Hard.

      “So, will you?” Isaac asked.

      “I need some time.” I’d never even told him I loved him. I will not barf during a proposal.

      “How much?”

      “We should stop talking about it now. Your five minutes are more than up.” I said. A part of me died when hurt flashed across his face. “We can talk about it tomorrow. Let’s get some sleep.”
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