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      Time has been shattered.

      A spell, cast by the upstart Dark Fae Queen Leanag to control time, instead broke it. Those fighting Leanag’s ambitions managed to unravel the spell before it destroyed everything. However, their actions caused the spell to explode, sending shards of broken runes across the world… and time… and dimensions. Oops.

      Sometimes victory feels more like defeat.

      Friends were lost, swept away in the fury of the breaking spell which ripped open the first interdimensional portal. Some of the most powerful allies left to hunt down those lost. Meanwhile, the fae left behind are actively trying to track down the broken runes and heal time, because, well, now the world knows about them. Not because of the exploding runic spell that caused interdimensional portals to pop up across the world. No, it was actually because the leader of a radical environmental group took over the United States with the help of werewolves and vampires… and announced the new regime along with the existence of magic on live TV.

      That’s Diva. She’s complicated. After all, she had once tried to exterminate humanity with a virus that if, IF, you had enough “old blood” would turn you fae. If not, well, there would be one less person on the planet. Win-win for her and her werewolf and fae friends. Now, she is one of the new fae, created by her magical virus as it wrecked havoc across the world. Well, until the light fae and their Native American spirit allies, called Manitou, created a vaccine.

      The vaccine saved humanity, but it also emboldened the fae.

      After centuries of being driven into the shadows, the fae began to believe it was time to fight back. They’d lacked hope and begun to succumb to the addiction of ola, a drug made of synthetics and oil. But Diva inspired them, bringing many dark fae to her cause. Her actions even lured out creatures from the shadow, who really wouldn’t mind having control over humanity—it is their food source, after all.

      The dark fae and werewolves met the vampires, forging an alliance that ended the United States. Not to forget, it revealed the existence of creatures that humans thought were myths. They were unstoppable until the vampires betrayed everyone. Only with the help of the fae did the werewolves gain the upper hand. Friendship with vampires has been cancelled.

      But all that is in the past. Now, the world is trembling with the realization magic exists. Portals can flash open and transport you to somewhere heavenly or to a place never meant for humans to exist. It is a dark era for the fae and everything that calls Earth home. Diva, a new fae, and werewolves control the United States. Humanity is reeling while trying to figure out what the heck is going on… without accidentally falling into a portal to another world.

      Welcome to the world of the Tainted Fae! The end times for the fae could be the end of us as well. But a few keep fighting back while forging unlikely alliances on a mission to find the broken runes and restore time—but probably not sanity. Things have gone too far for the fae to ever hide away again.
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      “I don’t want to learn to cook; I want to be a witch!” Amanda kept herself from crossing her arms, but she did hold her breath. It prevented her from saying anything else.

      Celeste’s pause seemed like it held the patience of the world. “If you can’t keep yourself from burning sugar, how are you going to brew a potion?” Damn her if she didn’t half smile as well.

      Amanda turned away, grating her teeth so hard her jaw muscles ached. “But you need help now.” The words came with a hiss as she forced them through her teeth. She didn’t turn to face Celeste until she’d blinked a few tears away.

      However, Amanda turned in time to catch a quiver on Celeste’s lips before the older woman sighed. Lacking her usual grace, Celeste slumped into the nearest chair and tossed her braid of gray hair over her shoulder before tucking untamed wisps away. The quick smoothing revealed her aquamarine eyes, which were the most striking feature on her timeless and virtually unlined face. That was until you took in all of her. With hair more silver than gray, symmetrical features, smooth skin, and a tall, proud stance, she seemed ageless as well as timeless. Which was only fitting… she’d barely had even a sniffle as a side effect from the virus that changed her from human to fae.

      “Yes, we—the world—need a lot of help right now. First, we need to figure out what to do to stop this chaos... You have time to learn.” Celeste’s eyes were far more hopeful and calm than Amanda felt, especially when she compared herself to Celeste.

      Maybe she was only a little shorter than average height, but she felt chunky next to Celeste’s grace. Where only one Celtic knotwork band encircled Celeste’s bicep, Amanda had gone for quite a few more. From pierced nose to spiked, colored hair, she was a late teenage punk rocker to Celeste’s Celine Dion. So anger and frustration fell naturally in her court.

      “But Brad⁠—”

      “What happened to Brad is exactly why we can’t have anyone untrained chasing down these broken runes.” Celeste leaned forward and placed her hand over Amanda’s before the younger woman pulled away. “I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      Celeste held Amanda’s gaze until it drilled through the back of Amanda’s head. Until the hard, angry lump that protected her heart trembled—just a bit.

      “Yeah, okay.” Amanda swallowed hard. “So, cooking lessons, then?”

      When Celeste released her hand, she rubbed it across her eye. “I saw the last sandwich you made. If you can’t remember tomatoes, how can you put together a spell and remember the chant?” Celeste’s laugh made Amanda smile, despite the ache inside of her.

      “I’m not that bad!”

      Celeste raised an eyebrow.

      That made Amanda blush. She’d been better, once, in the kitchen of the café tucked between brownstones on a quiet side street of Boston. At least good enough to be trusted with some tasks, like making sandwiches, but that seemed to have faded. It was hard to concentrate on an organic, vegan club sandwich when the walls around you shook as spells powerful enough to tear apart time brushed against them.

      But Martin’s Café was one of the few places with enough protections to hold against the onslaught that threatened to unravel the world. Or possibly it would just replace this world with something else? Amanda couldn’t decide and didn’t know what to do… which made paying attention to trivial things like sandwich ingredients seem a waste of time.

      Celeste’s lips still held the glimmer of a smile as she glanced at Amanda before taking in the empty kitchen in the back of the café. “Just remember with witchcraft, part of it is intent as much as following the directions. You have to pay attention or who knows what you’ll create.”

      Amanda snorted. “That pretty much explains the mayhem the small fae create; they have the attention span of a gnat.”

      Celeste’s snicker faded as her phone rang. The jewels studding the case flashed in the light as Celeste picked up the phone gingerly. Amanda would have sworn the runes etching the surface glowed briefly. She looked away, torn between amusement and anger. A bespelled phone case to keep fae magic from destroying electronics didn’t always work, which is why Celeste flicked the phone to speaker rather than place it close to her face.

      “Hello, Dalia?”

      Rumbling that sounded like a building collapsing growled between static. “…something came through… and⁠—”

      The screen of her phone went black. Celeste swore under her breath and stood, setting the gauzy lavender shirt swaying over her snazzy tights. “I’m going to see what came through.”

      Amanda’s heart pumped as she swung to her feet in a motion so fast it enlarged a rip in her jeans. “Let me grab my⁠—”

      “No.” Celeste’s one word had the power of a spell. She offered a weak smile when Amanda froze and stared at her. “It’s Dalia! It might just as easily be something slimy as, well, anything else.” Celeste waved the potential threat away with her hand. “I need you to stay and manage the café.”

      Amanda was so stunned she didn’t say anything for ten seconds. Finally, words came out in a rush. “But it could be a troll or an ogre or something we’ve never seen before! You’ll need my help.”

      Celeste’s gaze never wavered, and Amanda’s rapid heartbeat plummeted into a lump located somewhere around her stomach. “I’ll be fine. Dahlia can back me up—if I need help. It would be better if you stayed here and took care of all of this.” Celeste gestured to the front of the café, where small fae sat on tables, usually near the flower arrangement, or perched on the backs of chairs.

      Sunlight streamed through the two wide plate-glass windows set on either side of the mostly glass central door. Being midday, the regular fae were absent, still unused to a world that knew they existed and where they no longer needed to hide.

      “Stay and practice a spell. It will be a better use of your time than driving across Boston in the chaos that is out there.”

      Amanda’s fingers curled into a fist. “That is easy for you to say. You are fae.”

      “I’m not fae!” Celeste said the words so fast and loud that she seemed to surprise herself. Her eyebrows raised and showed rare wrinkles on her ageless face. She blinked her turquoise blue eyes. “Whatever the virus made me… it isn’t exactly fae.”

      “You aren’t human anymore.” Amanda kicked the leg of the chair next to her with the toe of her boot, but the phrase of what she left unsaid still rattled in her mind. Unlike me.

      “Perhaps?” Celeste shrugged with a grace that could only be fae. “The old fae, the true fae, don’t believe us new… beings are fae. We are more like the vampires, something born of this world mixed with magic and old blood.”

      Celeste huffed when Amanda didn’t answer. “You have magic. We know that. You just need to learn what you can do with it. Until then, I want you to stay safe.”

      Amanda didn’t answer or say goodbye as Celeste left. She regretted that as soon as the door clicked closed and the bells attached to it faded. It was dangerous out there and half the reason she wanted to go with Celeste was to not be the one sitting and waiting while she worried about friends… who might not make it home. Brad hadn’t.

      Amanda swallowed against a tight throat. Crying that she couldn’t go with Celeste was just about as useless as sobbing over her lack of magic… or that the virus hadn’t made her fae. Some things couldn’t be changed. Amanda turned and faced the kitchen. Some things might be improved, though, and one of those was her lack of experience with spells.

      She had magic. Humans could have magic. She’d always been able to see auras. Since the virus, when she’d realized she’d be human forever, Amanda had learned to make sparks by flicking her fingers. Of course, that was nothing. Celeste seemed undefeatable when it came to casting spells. She was a fae witch, after all.

      Amanda sighed, not trying to hide her longing while doing her best to let go of her jealousy. She needed something to distract herself from worrying about Celeste. Curse it all if Celeste wasn’t right. Now was the perfect time to work on her skills. She walked around the rear counter toward the door that separated the long and narrow front of the cafe from the kitchen in the rear.

      “I’ll mind the front!”

      The shrill voice hunched Amanda’s shoulders. For a little pixie barely eight inches tall, Goldie let her presence shine as brightly as her metallic color. The little creature sashayed across the front counter as if she were the queen of a palace far grander than an organic slash fae-safe café.

      Today, she appeared like a tiny golden-hued human with long hair that floated around her—just like the ruffles of her skirt, which hardly covered her legs. But Amanda had seen her as something else occasionally: impossibly wide eyes, elongated form, and more plant-esque than animal. The small fae’s appearance seemed to be as changeable as their moods. Really, Amanda should be grateful for Goldie’s help, but the tiny transparent winged golden monster often caused more trouble than she solved. She’d even required tithes, as well as payment, on more than one occasion.

      Amanda snorted. Well, just because Celeste left her behind didn’t mean there wouldn’t be any problems to return to. A feral smile twisted her lips as Amanda reached for the cookbook on the counter. She read the title, the Art of the Confectioner, and rolled her eyes. It sounded about as much fun as playing ten guesses with a mind reader.

      “I expect this place spotless—for once!” Goldie’s soaring voice reverberated through the narrow length of the café.

      Amanda dropped the book on cooking with sugar and reached toward the top row of books on the tall bookshelf just inside the door to the kitchen. The books lining that shelf lacked the colorful covers of the cookbooks that filled the rest of the head-high piece of furniture. Actually, most of the books there sported tattered covers composed of leather to frayed fabric. More than one held the hint of smoke and a few pages showed burnt edges. Amanda could never decide if those resulted from offerings made during spell casting or an escape from book burning. Both seemed equally likely and just as exciting.

      She pulled out a thin, dark green volume whose cover had been smoothed by many hands over centuries. It smelled of something like moss, cedar, and a whiff of fragrant smoke.

      It wasn’t that Amanda couldn’t pay attention. The reason she had trouble crafting some delicately spun dessert was because she didn’t care about making one. But spells… she wanted nothing more than to be able to cast a spell. For a moment, she clutched the small book to her chest.

      Carefully, she set the book on the wooden butcher’s block counter. The spine creaked as she opened it to reveal the yellow pages and careful handwriting. Drawings of plants and sigils edged the margins and spaces between spells. Amanda smiled as she lightly touched the first page, thanking the woman who had crafted the book so long ago. From the look of it, she could almost imagine Gavin, the fae healer of Greenwood, writing it.

      A wild screech came from the front of the café, followed by increasingly loud demands for someone to leave.

      “Intent, huh?” Amanda peered around the doorway at the preening, golden pixie that lorded over the front counter.

      If spell casting was as much intent as following directions, Amanda would be able to concoct something potent in no time. The question really was just a matter of what?

      Amanda leafed through the yellow, dog-eared pages until she found one that looked like it was called, “Ground a Fairy from Flight,” at least if she was reading her Old English right. Teaching the high and mighty gold pixie a lesson while learning to brew a spell sounded like a perfectly acceptable way to spend an afternoon… well, besides taming magical creatures with Celeste.

      Amanda started gathering ingredients from the less noticeable under counter drawers and hidden cabinets. It took two tries until the final drop of rosewood oil changed the mixture to a startling blue before it cooled to a tepid brown. Tired, a bit frazzled, but incredibly pleased with herself, Amanda poured some of the liquid into a tiny teacup. She blew on it and sniffed the strange concoction. It might sort of pass for tea… possibly an earthy Pu-erh mixed with jasmine?

      Amanda almost danced to the front counter. “Oh, Goldie! I have something for you.”

      The little pixie stood on top of the ancient cash register that was only a few shades duller from the bright hue of the small creature. At least the ancient mechanical thing was something the small fae didn’t seem capable of breaking, though they did occasionally curse it.

      The pixie raised one golden eyebrow before fluffing her gilt skirts. “What?”

      “I made you some tea!”

      Goldie’s continued cool stare unnerved Amanda and set her worrying. The spell was only good for around fifteen minutes. She wouldn’t have all that effort go to waste.

      “Because you’ve been working so hard. You know Celeste and I appreciate how much you help here.”

      Goldie lifted her chin as she stepped into the air. Transparent wings fluttered into a shower of light and sparks as the pixie wafted toward the counter as if she were a piece of sunlit dandelion fluff. “I’m so glad you noticed.”

      “Oh, we have. You deserve your break just like any worker here. A longer one, in fact! Here,” Amanda nearly shoved the tiny cup into Goldie’s grasp. It looked massively oversized, cradled in the pixie’s two tiny hands.

      Goldie sniffed the contents once. Amanda held her breath as Goldie exhaled slowly. “It smells heavenly! Thank you.”

      For all her tiny size, she managed to drink half the contents in two sips. Goldie was perching her red-gold lips against the rim a third time when she froze. Her bullion eyes widened and then dulled. Amanda prepared to catch the fairy, which should fall flightless toward the floor at any moment. Only she didn’t. Instead, her lips turned a very non-metallic purple that changed to nearly the same color of blue the spell had turned.

      “Oh, dear.”

      The blue spread slowly at first, changing Goldie’s eyes in what felt like frozen seconds. But then it sped up, sweeping across her skin, shoulders, wings, and finally eating the gold of her dress and leaving behind an electric blue so bright it hurt to look at her.

      Amanda clapped a hand to her mouth, too astonished to say anything. She’d done it. She’d cast a spell. It just wasn’t the spell she’d meant to cast. Amanda took a step backward as Goldie dropped the teacup and rounded on her.

      “What have you done?!”
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      Goldie turned to face Amanda with an expression that would have frightened a banshee. Amanda gasped even before the spell cast by the cobalt blue pixie hit Amanda’s outstretched fingers. Fire erupted along Amanda’s arm, followed by a numbness so icy cold that it felt worse than the molten flames of the previous second. Amanda did the only thing she could think of. She howled in agony while backing toward the kitchen in terror.

      Small fae magic usually held a bite, but never this bad before. Goldie flung another fistful of what should have been sparkling stars toward Amanda. Instead, the midnight blue specks left trails of blazing color too bright to look at. The display didn’t look like dark fae magic, but it didn’t look like any light fae or small fae spells either. More than Goldie’s color had changed thanks to the mischievous hex Amanda had brewed.

      Amanda didn’t quite manage to suppress a squeal as she dodged behind the door to the kitchen. The doorframe melted into a gooey blue tar as Amanda backed into the corner next to the large grill. She hiccuped on her next breath, eyeing potential places to hide as she kept her gaze fixed on the doorway, terrified of the expectation of seeing Goldie’s unsettling blue glow.

      “Stop laughing at me!”

      The eerie electric blue light that filled the doorframe faded instead of brightening. Muffled laughter altered to screams as blue flares flashed again and again. Amanda’s sigh of relief at Goldie taking out her frustration on the other fae in the café faded as she realized she had to stop Goldie. The other small fae hardly deserved the pixie’s highly malevolent wrath.

      Amanda grabbed a charm of protection she kept stashed in her coat and a sturdy cast iron pot lid before diving through the kitchen doorway. Goldie faced the front of the café as she flung blazing blue magic into the air. Small fae cowered beneath chairs, tables, and, in a few cases, napkins. Hopper, a toad troll who was a fixture of the cafe as much as Goldie, wielded a fork as he croaked his anger at her display. Gallantly, he dodged her next strike, which left hissing blue holes in the table next to him.
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