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      Bane Illes never smiled. He never spoke.

      But each day, that brooding wizard gave Janiver Benoit a glance. And when she could not take another quiet stare, or the warmth that look sent over her skin, she took from Bane something he’d never give freely—a lingering, soul knocking kiss.

      Ten years later, someone has stolen the one thing that keeps magic hidden from the mortals in Crimson Cove and only Janiver can recover it. But returning to her hometown means she’ll have to face the past and all the secrets she left buried there, including the one person she promised herself she’d never see again.

      The dangerous wizard that might make leaving Crimson Cove the last thing she wants to do.
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      Sweat dripped from the girl’s tiny body. Writhing, she spoke in tongues like an ancient profit, or so it sounded to Sybille Esmond. She sat on the edge of the bed, hands pressing down on her young charge’s shoulders.

      “Keep hold of her,” Sybille’s uncle, Peter, instructed. He lit a match and brought the flame under a bundle of dried juniper until it caught on fire. Blowing out the match, he waved the smudge stick until the flame faded to glowing embers. A steady plume of smoke wafted up, coiling into thick circles as it fought with a draft from a crack in the bedroom window. “Margot,” he called to Sybille’s mother, “bring me my book please.”

      The three adults worked in tandem as though their actions were commonplace—heat the kettle for tea, vacuum the carpets, keep the demonic tendencies of a nine year old at bay. The mechanics of what they were doing wasn’t unprecedented for them. They made their trade as psychics specializing in releasing the spirits of undead monsters. Harboring a child possessed by an ancient evil, however, was new territory for them. They were working, blind and desperate, to save this girl. Sybille knew going in that they were gearing up for a fight.

      The girl gave a sharp cry, her eyes opening wide and her nostrils flaring.

      Sybille increased the pressure on her shoulders. Firm but gentle. “It’s going to be all right, Charlie.” She forced melody into her words, a lullaby meant to soothe both the child and her monster. “I’m here.”

      “I hate you!” Charlie focused on Sybille’s face as she yelled, then closed her eyes again.

      “That’s good. I don’t mind if you do. Just stay with me.” The tension in Sybille’s jaw eased. A decipherable human language instead of the gibberish she had been spewing meant this little girl still had fight left in her. “Don’t let it win.”

      Charlie struggled beneath Sybille. Her thin arms went rigid as she grasped the sheets between her fingers and pulled.

      “Try not to ruin my bedding while your demon is surfacing, dear heart,” Margot cooed.

      Sybille’s throat tightened. “Who cares about your damn sheets, Mother? She’s suffering.”

      “Don’t you think I know that? I’m just trying to speak to her as I normally would. She needs to know there are repercussions for becoming a hellion.” She handed Peter his book, placed a palm against Charlie’s forehead, then turned to Sybille. “Her fever is worse. I’m going to make her some elderflower tea.”

      “I don’t think we’ll convince her to drink anything.”

      “I’ll add lots of honey. Charlie, you like sweet things, remember?”

      The girl hissed.

      “I’m going to take that as a yes.” Her voice echoed from the hallway as she hurried away. “Call me if you need me.”

      Peter waved his smudge stick over Charlie’s body while thumbing through the book on his lap. The crisp, woody odor of juniper battled against a meaty smell whose source Sybille couldn’t place.

      “Ah, here it is. It’s a Tibetan chant, used for purification. Since the exorcism prayer had little effect, it can’t hurt. Here goes.” He cleared his throat and studied the page of his book. “Ki ki so so ashe lha ghe lo tak seng khung druk di yar kye.”

      Charlie kicked and screamed as Sybille did her best to keep the girl under control. If only Elis were here to help. He had yet to answer her frantic text about Charlie having another of what Margot had coined a “Low fit.” Sybille shouldn’t have been annoyed. Just because they were dating now didn’t mean he had to be at her beck and call. He had his undead life to lead, which mainly consisted of overcharging hypnotherapy clients too naïve to realize they were being mesmerized by a bloodthirster rather than a certified mental health professional.

      Sybille refused to be a controlling girlfriend—poor Elis had had enough of that, given his ex-wife’s desire to own his every move, even one hundred years after she’d shed her mortal coil. She couldn’t think about that wretched spirit now, though. Juliana had been dealt with. Charlie, on the other hand, needed saving in a major way, and damned if the person most capable of helping her couldn’t be bothered to check his fucking messages.

      Peter continued chanting and smudging. Sybille studied Charlie’s face. Delicate indigo lines began to spread from her lips outward as though her veins were filling with ink.

      Sybille scrunched her forehead. “That’s new.”

      Her uncle continued his chant, the slightest of nods the only indication he’d noticed her transformation. Minutes ticked by and Charlie’s ink veins spread and deepened over her face, her neck, her shoulders. As they grew, so did her strength. Sybille’s arms shook from the exertion.

      With a loud grunt, Charlie freed one of her hands and used it to smack Peter in the face. His glasses flew across the room, hitting the wall before crashing to the floor.

      “Stop it!” She grabbed hold of Charlie again, only to be pushed away like she was no heavier than Peter’s glasses and just as easy to toss. The force lifted Sybille off the bed and slammed her against a dresser. Charlie stood on top of crumpled sheets in her torn unicorn pajamas and snarled. Sybille flashbacked to Charlie’s mother, Raelyn. The resemblance, aside from the dark veins spiraling through Charlie’s skin, made her want to vomit.

      As she fought off dizziness, the door opened. Margot stepped inside carrying a wooden tray with a china teapot and a matching floral cup. “Look who I brought with me!”

      Elis trailed in behind her, carrying an easy smile and a picture book with the image of a girl in a blue and white gingham dress on it. “Sorry I’ve been out of reach. My phone died, but Margot told me Charlie has another fever. I brought our favorite book to read with her and… Holy Hell!”

      His smile disappeared.

      The relief she felt at his arrival didn’t quite make it to her lips. “Gosh, Elis, I’m sure story time will make her all better. Or, hey, why don’t we take her to the ER? A round of antibiotics is sure to do the trick.”

      “I was just trying to help.” Elis ducked as Charlie ran to the base of her bed and attempted to kick him in the head. “You don’t have to be so sarcastic.”

      “If you want to help, bloodthirster, work your magic. Because Peter’s isn’t doing jack shit. No offence.”

      Peter, who had stopped chanting long enough to examine his glasses for signs of damage, hunched his shoulders. “I tried; I failed. Elis, you’re up next. And be quick about it, before she hurts herself or kills us all.”

      “Right.” Elis dove to the left again as Charlie attempted another kick. “Stop trying to bash my head in for a minute, okay? Uncle Elis is here to help.”

      Charlie bounced over to the wall and pounded a fist into it. “You aren’t my uncle. My uncle isn’t here!”

      Sybille winced. No, he wasn’t. How different things might be if he were. “Get on with it, thirster.”

      Elis walked toward where Charlie stood, examining the fist-sized hole she’d put in the wall above her headboard.

      “Charlie, you are the strongest girl in the world. You are stronger than the terrible thing you’re fighting.”

      The girl turned to him and raised her knee, but Elis didn’t back away. Her breath came in ragged, wet gulps, like she was struggling to keep water out of her lungs.

      “If you fight it, you will win, and the monster will go back to sleep.”

      She sneered again, but lowered her knee.

      “You’ve fought this monster before. You’ve made it go back to sleep. And you’ve won.” The sheets twisted against the girl as she began to move away from Elis’s touch, but his tone was soothing and she took his hand, going still when he grasped her fingers. The blue of her veins faded from deep ocean to Easter egg pastel.

      “That’s it, Charlie,” Elis’ deep, centuries-old thirster voice continued to croon. “You’re good at this. Fighting monsters is what you’ve always done. You can always defeat them.”

      Charlie yelped, a sharp, high-pitched cry that sounded more childlike than anything they’d heard from her in the last hour. As if exhausted by the effort it took to scream so loud, she teetered like a bowling pin after being struck.

      Catching her in his arms, Elis eased her down onto her mattress, allowing Margot to scoot him aside. She checked Charlie’s pulse, felt her forehead, and with gentle fingertips traced a vein, nearly invisible again, over the outline of her jaw.

      Margot’s face brightened. “Her temperature is down. Pulse is a bit elevated but that’s to be expected. I’d still like her to drink my tea when she wakes up.”

      Peter clutched his book to his chest. “That may be a while. She’s quite spent, I’m afraid.”

      Pressure built behind Sybille’s eyes. This was so unfair. “It’s getting worse. The episodes are becoming more frequent and more severe.”

      No one argued with her. Even had they not been experienced in supernatural events, it would have been obvious to them that she was right.

      “Sybille.” Elis made his way to her side of the bed and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Charlie only partly responded to my mesmerizing her, and even that took time. It worries me. There will come a point when my skills fail her altogether.”

      Sybille shook him off. “Don’t talk like that, not in front of her at least.”

      “She can’t hear me.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      Margot sighed. “Whether she can hear you or not, you two squabbling cannot be good for her. Why don’t you take it downstairs? Peter and I will stay with her.”

      Sybille hesitated a moment, then nodded. “Let’s go, thirster.”

      “Must you keep calling me that?”

      “Today I must.”

      They made their way down the stairs and into the living room, where Sybille folded herself into her favorite corner of the couch. As soon as Elis joined her, he picked up where he’d left off.

      “I don’t want to think about it anymore than you do, but facts are facts. Charlie is a child of the Low. She was born there, lived there her whole life. That place bears a curse we’re only beginning to understand, but we do know how unearthly powerful it is and that the more time you spend there, the more the Low becomes a part of you. Bringing her here, smudging her with sage and juniper, hypnotizing the shit out of her every time it tries to take over—none of that changes the facts. The Low is stronger than her, stronger than all of us. Charlie can’t win.”

      “Which means we’re all going to lose.” Sybille pressed her head into the sofa, wishing she could fold herself all the way inside of it and disappear. “I wish Devin was here to help.”

      Elis tensed beside her. “Well he’s not.”

      “He could be. We just have to find him.”

      “He was stolen by a fae who blinked him out of our universe and brought him to…who knows where. There’s been no progress in locating him, even though we’ve been searching for two months.”

      “So? I’ll search for twenty years if I have to.” She turned towards him. “We need to get him back.”

      “You need to.”

      “We. Me. Charlie. All of us.”

      He fingered the obsidian pendant dangling from a silver chain around her neck. “I don’t want to start this argument again.”

      “Then don’t. Agree with everything I say and be done with it.”

      Elis opened his mouth, but before he could argue further, the doorbell rang.

      Sybille groaned. “Can you get that? If it’s Jehovah’s Witnesses, tell them we’ve already found Satan. She’s upstairs sleeping off a bender. Then tell them to go away before she eats them.”

      Elis walked towards the alcove, and Sybille was left speculating how they would have gotten Charlie under control had Elis not shown up. They’d found nothing that would work, save for Elis’ mesmerizing skills. If those skills failed to work, they were well and truly screwed.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Sybille bolted upright. Not missionaries or salesman or someone delivering a package then. Someone Elis knew. And from the tone of his voice, someone he didn’t care for.

      Sprinting towards the front door, she had only a few seconds to wonder who it could be and what danger they might present. Raelyn, maybe, but she was busy running the Low now that they’d removed the Blood King from power. The lavender fae woman? But she’d already gotten what she wanted.

      It was too much to hope that it might be Devin.

      Coming to a stop next to Elis, she stared at their visitor in surprise. A man in his sixties with deep-set eyes and a frown that looked permanently tattooed onto his face stood holding a brimmed hat.

      “Can I help you?”

      The man’s lips quivered as he attempted to force them into a smile. “If you’re Margot’s daughter, then yes you can.”

      Elis postured, fangs out. “I’ll ask you again, what are you doing here, Laurence?”

      Sybille blinked. “Laurence?”

      “He’s the man who returned my spirit.”

      “No kidding? You’re not here to take it back, are you?” Sybille had been curious about the man capable of plunking a bloodthirster’s disembodied spirit back inside its monstrous body ever since Elis told her about the experience.

      The man shook his head. “No, no. What’s done is done, in that regard.”

      “Well, then, what?”

      He looked past them, straining to see into the house. Sybille crossed her arms.

      “Listen, Laurence, if you’re responsible for making Elis a reformed thirster, then I owe you one. But you also teamed with his evil ex in an attempt to murder him, so that’s a big strike against you. I’m not sure where I stand, but I know I don’t trust you. So if you have some purpose here, make it known or leave.”

      Laurence scrunched his hat between his hands. He kept his shoulders curved forward and seemed to be having difficulty maintaining eye contact. Either their presence made him nervous or whatever situation he’d found himself in did. “I’m here about my granddaughter. If you help me save her, I’ll tell you where Devin Vargas is.”

      The hour struck and the grandfather clock chimed. One… Sybille breathed. Two… She composed her thoughts. Three… She resisted the urge to sic Elis so they could torture out of him whatever information he supposedly had on Devin. Four…

      “Who’s your granddaughter? Is she a bloodthirster you need us to kill? Because we’re sort of busy with another job right now.”

      Five.

      The man stood a little taller, shoulders back. “Oh no, no. She’s not one of them.” He scowled at Elis, then attempted a neutral expression with Sybille. She didn’t blink and neither did he.

      “Well, who is she then?”

      Six.

      The last chime resonated through the alcove as Laurence spoke. “Her name is Charlotte. But everyone calls her Charlie.”
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      Devin held fast to the saddle horn as Thunderheart galloped over the prairie. He clamped his thighs to the horse’s sides to keep from falling off, visions of his head dashed against a rock keeping him alert. Squinting into the harsh afternoon sun, a brown dot on the horizon grew larger as he traveled west.

      Readying the lasso with his right hand, he raised it up over his head, set to swing. The brown dot became a blob, and then a blob with four legs and a head.

      Almost upon it now, he kicked at Thunderheart to spur him on and circled the lasso. As the horse roared past Devin’s errant cow, he swung. The rope reached into the air and then loosed itself over the cow’s head. Devin pulled taught, the jerk of the stubborn animal nearly undoing his hold on the saddle.

      “That’s it. Easy now. Don’t whine. It’s for your own good.”

      The cow begged to differ. She threw her neck and flared her nostrils as she continued to fight her capture, but she was no match for Devin and Thunderheart. Twenty minutes later, she was back in the corral with the rest of the herd. Devin hopped off Thunderheart’s back, steadying himself on aching legs, and led the gentle beast back to his stable. After feeding and watering him, Devin spent a minute stroking his muzzle. Thunderheart leaned into Devin’s touch, breathing warm air onto his arm.

      “All in a day’s work, right boy?”

      Thunderheart gave a low neigh and went back to eating his well-earned hay.

      After seeing to the other horses, Devin headed to the farmhouse, fifty paces up the hill from the barn. He studied the house as he strolled towards it, trying to decide if he wanted to leave the clapboard in its natural state or whitewash it. A coat of paint would freshen things up, but there was something to be said about the graying wood planks left to weather naturally in the hot sun. A white house would stand out, but maybe it wasn’t meant to do that. Sometimes blending in had its benefits.

      Sitting on a bench next to the front door, Devin pried off his boots, flexing and straightening his ankles to work the kinks out. The big toe on his right foot peered at him from a hole in his sock. Hopefully, Froya would know how to darn it for him.

      Up off the bench, Devin pushed open the screen door and hung his hat on a hook as he took in a deep breath. His mouth watered. Froya cooked up the best biscuits and gravy this side of the Mississippi.

      “Smells like heaven!” Devin plopped down at the kitchen table just as Froya served a plateful for him.

      “Eat up while it’s good and hot.” Tucking a strand of short purple hair behind her ear, Froya sat across from him, watching as he took his first bite. “Long day?”

      Devin chewed fast and swallowed. “Not so bad. I think I fixed the fence for good now. When we want the herd secured, they should be. How was your day?”

      “The usual. Cooking, cleaning, spell casting. Magic weaving. A bit of blood magic to keep the world in order.”

      Devin paused mid-chew. Froya pondered him with large eyes the color of the plains when the prairie clover was in bloom. The pause ended and he swallowed, then loaded his fork with another mouthful. “Sounds good.”

      “Does it?”

      He tilted his head from side to side. Funny that she should question him about such mundane things. “I guess. It’s what you always do.”

      “Wash the dishes, cook your biscuits, call up the forces of lifeblood to bless our humble abode. That’s all normal to you?”

      “Should it not be?”

      “No. It should be. I’m just determining if it really is.”

      Devin cocked his head to the side. “You’re a funny lady, Froya. Sometimes I’m not sure why you choose to live with me here on this ranch.”

      “A ranch is what you need to see, so that’s why I chose it.”

      “Come again?”

      “You’ve finished already. Do you want seconds?” She picked up his plate and headed back to the stove.

      He watched her backside as she moved away from him, thinking of a few other things he might want before another helping of biscuits and gravy. “Maybe in a bit.”

      Froya placed his dish in the sink. “I’ll wash it later. What do you want to do now, Damhán?”

      He paused again, thoughts of desire muddled. Damhán, Devin, Damhán, Devin.

      “You haven’t called me that since…” He couldn’t remember when since was, only that she had, at some point.

      Her eyes flickered. “Think hard. When did I call you that? Where did I call you that? Are you ready to know?”

      He stood from the table, napkin falling to the floor. Walking towards the archway leading from the kitchen to the front room, he ran his hand up and down its cherrywood frame. He’d harvested that wood. He’d built this frame. He’d built this whole clapboard farmhouse for him and Froya to live in.

      “No Damhán, I built this house. I built this ranch and this world. Have you ever even seen a cherry tree out here?”

      Good thing Devin clung to the beam already or he may have fallen over. “What? Did you just listen to my thoughts? You’re a mind reader. Some kind of witch…or a psychic.”

      Psychic. That word didn’t fit in this farmhouse on this ranch on this western prairie. But somehow, it felt familiar, like his tongue had spoken the word many times before. Like he knew that word, like he was intimate with it.

      “I’ve been patient with you, and now I think you’re as ready as you can be. Try not to become violent this time.”

      “This time?”

      She stepped over to him and raised her hand. He managed to glimpse the dime-sized crystal embedded in her wrist before her hand met his forehead. He had a matching one. Sometimes the skin around it itched and reddened, like his body wasn’t used to it being there, though he couldn’t recall ever not having it.

      Froya leaned in until their heads would have met had her palm not been in the way. A twinge of longing. She was sexy and so close. He slid a hand to the small of her back and pulled her towards him. She didn’t resist the force of his grasp, but when she spoke again, it wasn’t her usual invitation to have him tear her clothes off. It was a much more sobering command.

      “Remember.”

      He gasped, still gripping her, this time so that he wouldn’t collapse.

      A command from Froya needed to be followed.

      Memories started as a trickle, no more than a leaky pipe, but they grew to a spring waterfall set high upon a mountainside. Too many, too fast.

      A life away from the ranch, away from Froya. A lost and found sister, monsters in dark forests. Serums and stakes, and a woman he cared about. A woman with long, dark hair, not short, not purple.

      Something beyond memory stirred as well. Something that had been a part of him always but left unused, dormant.

      No, not dormant, suppressed. Not a something either. There was a word for it.

      Power.

      Power and memory raged through him. The farmhouse collapsed under the weight of his screams.
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      Elis estimated it would take him less than three seconds from where he sat perched on the arm of Sybille’s couch to make it over to Laurence, pin him to his chair and sink his teeth into the old man’s neck.

      This business with Charlie’s supposed grandfather could be over and done within a matter of minutes, and then he and Sybille could go out on the date night he’d planned. Dinner at a small bistro that wouldn’t scoff at his unique diet, and a horse-drawn carriage ride along Port Everan’s waterfront. Knowing Sybille wouldn’t care to see abused horses, he’d called three different companies, asking them detailed questions about the ethical treatment of their animals before choosing the one that had the best rating with the ASPCA. It figured that his careful planning would be unraveled by the crazy life that surrounded the woman he loved.

      Still fixated on Laurence, Elis let out a loud sigh. The man started in his seat, glanced at Elis, and then looked away. Lucky for him, Sybille maintained a strict “No Biting” rule in her house.

      Sybille leaned against Elis from her spot on the couch, her elbow pressed into his thigh to help keep her propped up. Her posture spoke of weariness, but the rate at which she spewed questions at Laurence indicated a brain churning a mile a minute.

      “Why do you think Charlie is your granddaughter? Are you Devin’s dad?”

      “No, no. I’m related to Charlie through her father.”

      “We don’t know who Charlie’s father is.”

      “He’s my son.”

      “So you say.”

      “What do you want, a DNA test?”

      “Maybe. What I really want is for you to tell me where Devin is.”

      Elis sighed again. Devin’s disappearance created a pleasant reality in which he had Sybille all to himself. Or he would have, except Sybille filled many of her waking hours investigating what had happened to him. Devin hitched a ride to some fae land—that much they knew. And they were ninety-nine percent sure that Devin himself was part fae. Sybille guessed he had a great-great fae grandparent no one in the family remembered. Zareen thought his mom had, in her words, “gotten it on with a sweet piece of fae ass.” Whatever the case, beyond broad presumptions, their knowledge of Devin and his whereabouts fell off a ledge. Laurence’s proclamation, suspect though it may be, marked the first lead they’d received.

      Laurence sipped Margot’s bergamot tea, holding the saucer in one hand and lifting the dainty cup to his mouth with the other. Cup and saucer clanked as Laurence, hands shaking, set them down together on an end table.

      “I don’t mean to aggravate you, Miss Esmond, or you.” His eyes slid over to Elis and then quickly away again. “Mr. Tanner, I assure you, I mean you no harm.”

      “Oh, it’s Mr. Tanner now, is it?”

      Sybille placed a hand on his knee. “Not now, Mr. Tanner. Laurence, you’re not giving us much to go on here. I’m beginning to think you’re a sack of lies all tied up in a lie ribbon with a pretty lie bow on top. You don’t know where Devin is or how to retrieve him, or you would have led with that in order to persuade us into helping you. So, my question is, how do you know he’s even missing? It’s not like we filed a police report or put up posters.”

      “I’m no liar, Miss Esmond. But it’s true… I can’t say with exactitude where your friend is, only who he’s with. And if you’ll let me explain that, you’ll understand how I know what I know. You can doubt me, you can hate me, but I’m here because I want help for my granddaughter. I haven’t been able to see her for nearly three years, but I understand her condition is dire. I’m offering a fair exchange based on principal.”

      Sybille’s grip on Elis’ knee tightened. She wasn’t buying Laurence’s bullshit any more than he was. Words shot out of her like bullets. “The word ‘exchange’ offered up when talking about Charlie doesn’t sit right.”

      “No, it does not,” Elis said, glad that for once tonight he and Sybille could agree on something. “I’m beginning to think you can’t help us at all, Laurence. No deal.”

      More tightening. She clamped her fingers around his knee until he yelped. So much for a show of solidarity. “Ignore him and get to talking.” Her voice retained its sense of restrained violence. She might be attempting to play good cop, but she still meant business. “I want to know what you know, and then we’ll talk about Charlie. If you really are her grandfather, there are some things you should know as well.”

      By now, the small man had mangled his hat, pulling and stretching it like taffy. “You’ve already guessed that Devin Vargas is fae. Half fae to be precise.”

      Elis jostled Sybille with his elbow. “You owe Zareen drinks,” he said. “She called it.”

      “God damn it, I hate when she wins a bet. She’s a gloater. All right, Laurence, now tell us something we haven’t figured out already.”

      “His mother is human,” Laurence said. “His father is Ichor.”

      Sybille nodded as though she understood what that meant. Elis hadn’t a clue, and so he asked, “What’s an Ichor?”

      Laurence smiled. “Bloodthirsters. So ignorant of their own origin. I’ve never met one of you who knew.”

      “Okay, then fill me in, smartass.”

      “There are two fae peoples. Ichor and Ossian. Blood and Bone. These fae exist in different realms of reality. As long as those realms never intersect, there is peace. But too often, the Ichor and the Ossian have found themselves at odds, battling for control of different spheres of existence. This sphere is one of them.”

      “You mean Earth.”

      “Earth, yes. And the universe that accompanies it. The Now World as we perceive of it. All of our reality.”

      “Our reality. Is that all?” Elis couldn’t keep the sarcasm from dripping into the conversation. “This can’t be real. I’ve been alive for centuries and up until two months ago I never even knew fae were anything other than folklore creatures. Now you’re telling me there are two kinds, they’re mortal enemies, and the Now World is one of their battlegrounds? That’s a wee bit hard to swallow.”

      Sybille snorted. “Says the undead beast that got his spirit returned to him by our Low-afflicted hellion’s psychic grandfather.” Her expression softened. “To be fair, I’ve only heard the names Ichor and Ossian. I’ve never gotten their whole story, only snippets. Them being sworn enemies is news to me.”

      “There’s far more to the story than that, to be sure. It’s probably best not to go into too much detail, but one thing you should know is that, while I’m mainly human, I have Ossian ancestry dating back seven generations.”

      Elis struggled to keep up. If Laurence was part fae that meant…

      “Charlie has fae blood.” Sybille wrapped her arms around herself and shuddered.

      “Yes. Enough to give her some psychic ability.”

      “Back at the cabin, when Zareen showed up with Juliana, Charlie saw her. Now I understand why. And you.” She pointed at Laurence. “That’s why you were able to give Elis back his soul.”

      “Wait.” Elis glanced at Sybille. “Are all people with psychic abilities part fae? Is Sybille?”

      Laurence shook his head. “I doubt it. I know your mother a little. We moved in the same circle decades ago. But who is your father, Miss Esmond?”

      “My father is some guy who made a deposit at a sperm bank. Margot raised me on my own, with my uncle’s help. But if bio dad was more than just a random human college guy who needed beer money, Margot would know.”

      “I see. Well, most psychics are humans, as I assume Sybille is. A certain percentage of humans are gifted and there’s no clear explanation as to why. But within my family, it is traced back to a fae lineage. Naturally, given how far back in time, the details are murky, but—”

      “Okay, Laurence, you’ve given us a lot to think over, and now it’s time for you to go.” Sybille hopped off the couch.

      “What?” Laurence gripped the arms of his chair as though he was waiting for Sybille to pry him out of it. “What about my granddaughter?”

      “You’ve yet to prove you mean to help rather than harm her,” she said. “Also, you claim to want to assist me in finding Devin, but if what you say is true, he’s your enemy.”

      “He’s the Ossian’s enemy, not mine!”

      “You just told us you’re Ossian.”

      “Only in part. Like I said, their influence lies hundreds of years back in my family tree. They don’t represent me. I want peace. That’s what I’ve always wanted.”

      Elis’ slow bloodthirster heart ticked. “Is that what you wanted when you agreed to help Juliana murder me?”

      Sybille stomped her foot. “Enough! Laurence, we will consider your request. I need some time to process this information, but we’ll be in touch soon. Elis, get the man his jacket.”

      The man’s eyes bulged, reminding Elis of one of those stress balls in the shape of a man with eyes that popped out when you squeezed its neck. Elis could think of a neck he wanted to squeeze right about now.

      “But I—”

      “But,” Sybille continued, “you will leave before you wake up Charlie. She didn’t have a fantastic day today and she needs—”

      “Grandpa?”

      Everyone turned to see the girl with the subpar day, still dressed in her torn pajamas, clinging to the banister midway down the stairs.

      “Charlie, sweetheart.” Laurence stood and moved towards the staircase.

      Charlie remained where she was. Her bottom lip trembled. “You were dead. Did Uncle Devin resurrect you too?”
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      Sybille blocked the staircase as Elis hoisted Laurence against the wall next to the living room’s bay window. The glass shook at his body’s impact, and Sybille caught her breath, wondering if either the window or Laurence’s head might shatter. Both held out.

      “He’s not a bloodthirster.” Elis sniffed Laurence’s neck, eyes glowing as he examined his quarry from two inches away. “I’d have smelled it on him as soon as I opened the door.”

      Laurence’s face turned the same shade of red as his assailant’s eyes. “I’m certainly not a bloodthirster. And I’m still very much alive.”

      Sybille pushed Charlie up a step should they need to make a break for it. “Then why did Charlie say you died?”

      “Because that’s what my parents told me.” Charlie grabbed Sybille’s hand. “Daddy said Grandpa wouldn’t be bothering us anymore.”

      “I don’t think he’s undead, Sybille.” Elis sniffed at Laurence one more time, then pulled back. “Still, if you want me to end him, just say the word. I am feeling a bit peckish.”

      The nerve of him. “Not in front of the child, thirster.”

      “I’ve seen worse,” Charlie grumbled.

      “What if she was to go upstairs? Could I then, maybe?” He pressed Laurence into the wall again.

      “I would prefer if you didn’t.” Laurence squirmed under Elis’ hold. “Honestly, you people, we’re all on the same side!”

      “That’s interesting.” Sybille motioned for Charlie to stay where she stood as she ventured down to join Elis. “Because I didn’t even know there were sides until you brought it up, and I’m pretty sure I haven’t decided what fae team to hashtag on Instagram yet.”

      “I’m not talking about the fae, though they do factor in. What I’m referring to is something much more fundamental.” The last word was choked out by a coughing fit.

      “Elis, ease up on him. Charlie received bad information from her parents—imagine that. Laurence isn’t some immortal blood god, so maybe give the man a chance to catch his breath.”

      Elis growled, hesitated a minute, and then did as he was told. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

      Laurence remained by the wall, his face gradually returning to its normal shade. “If I could explain myself.”

      Sybille resisted telling Elis she’d changed her mind and he could have at him. As much as she wanted to keep the peace for Charlie’s sake, this grandfather of hers sure liked to talk in circles. There were few things she hated more than when people thought they could keep secrets from her. “We’ve been waiting on that ever since you got here.”

      “What I meant when I said we’re on the same side is that you have good intentions, the same good intentions I’ve always had.”

      Elis snorted. “You could have fooled me.”

      “My intentions when I aided Juliana were pure. Every bloodthirster does harm to the world, and I thought I was helping by removing you from it. But good intentions in and of themselves are never enough, especially when the results of them create more harm than good.”

      “Fine then. What are these good intentions that you think you share with us?” Sybille crossed her arms and waited.

      “To rid the world of the damage the fae have wrought.”

      “Wow, you are a dramatic one.” She laughed. “Fae elimination isn’t exactly in my wheelhouse. My family deals with ridding the world of bloodthirsters.”

      “As I said, ‘damage the fae wrought.’” He stepped away from the wall in the direction of the staircase. Sybille moved aside for him, gesturing for Elis to do the same.

      Charlie closed the gap before her grandfather could, running down the steps and throwing herself at him. He lifted her off her feet and twirled her around, hugging her close. “My gosh, you’ve grown! I’ve missed you so much.”

      Charlie sobbed into his neck. “Why didn’t they let me see you more?”

      “It’s a long story.” Joy beamed from his wide grin as he brushed a tangle of hair behind each of her cheeks. “Believe me, it’s pained me to be away from you. And now I’ve found you again, so we can be a family. You don’t have to be sad anymore, Charlotte Rose.”

      Sybille wiped at her eyes, hoping Elis hadn’t noticed the tears that had formed in them. Laurence might turn out to be a huge prick yet, but right now he gave Charlie back a piece of her broken family, and he gave Sybille hope there might be a way forward for them. Hope was always precarious, though. Anything could separate Charlie and her grandfather again, including Sybille herself, if she had the inclination to do so.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt,” she said, tapping Laurence’s shoulder, “but we really need to know what the hell you’re talking about. And Charlie’s grandfather or not, I still reserve the right to have Elis drain you should you turn out to be less than trustworthy.”

      He set Charlie down, who hobbled onto one of the lowest stairs before leaning into him. “Fair enough. Where was I again?”

      Elis fumed. “You were talking about fae folk and damage and how it all has something to do with Sybille’s family.”

      “Ah, yes. Not Sybille’s family, but what her family does, professionally speaking. Killing bloodthirsters and releasing their souls.”

      “What about it?” She hadn’t experienced this level of frustration with someone since her mother spent a month’s worth of grocery money on yarn and a hot glue gun. “Spit it out or leave.”

      “Do you both really have no clue?” Laurence stared at them slack-jawed. “Mr. Tanner, have you never wondered how your kind came about?”

      “I know how I came about. I fell for the wrong woman.”

      “No, no, not your thirster origin story, I mean, all bloodthirsters. Who created you?”

      “I’m guessing the answer isn’t God.”

      “Far from it.”

      Charlie rolled her eyes. “Grandpa, if you don’t speak plainly to these people, they’ll never understand a word you say. Elis, all of you nasty bloodthirsters exist because the fae created you to do their bidding.”

      “Are you telling stories again, Charlie?” Elis’ face paled, his cheeks sucked inward like he’d been forced to eat a lemon.

      Laurence hung his head. “I’m afraid not. My ancestors, the Ossian, created thirsters to be soldiers, meant to wreak havoc and weaken Earth’s defenses.”

      “To what end?” Sybille asked.

      “Victory, of course. Total Ossian domination of the universe.”
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      The sky changed quickly. One moment, it was polished turquoise, the next, a muddy pond. Devin spurred Thunderheart on. They needed to get back to the ranch before that muddy pond let loose onto the prairie. Thunderheart didn’t much like the rain, and neither did Devin. Fact was, Devin didn’t care for much these days. He couldn’t put a finger on why.

      The prairie had lost its charm, as had the ranch. Cows smelled. Horses were a lot of work. It was all a lot of work.

      Froya worked too hard as well. She snipped at him lately, little things getting to them both, he guessed. The pattern of life, filled with monotonous routines, was enough to challenge anyone’s patience. Even Devin’s. That’s why sometimes, even though he loved his life, pride rising like the morning sun when he thought about being a rancher, he liked to pretend he was something else. Something more exciting.

      He shared this with Froya upon returning to the farmhouse. He came in soaking wet, having not quite missed the rain’s wrath, and found himself in the path of Froya’s darker storm.

      “You’re dripping all over my floor.”

      He wiped up the puddles his wet socks had formed with a rag and then leaned against the kitchen counter. “Sometimes I like to think I’m a hunter.”

      She slid into a chair at the kitchen table. “You can be one if you want.” She pointed out the window. “Go kill us dinner.”

      “No, I don’t mean shooting prairie critters. I mean, something larger.”

      “Bison? Elk.”

      “Monsters.”

      Froya’s lavender eyes twinkled the way they always did when he said something that amused her. Her pouty lips spread into a wide smile.

      “Don’t make fun of me, Froya. I know it sounds stupid.”

      “Not at all.” She got up again, walked over, and pressed the middle of her body against him. Heat spread down his back and into his thighs. “A hunter of nightmare creatures. That’s exciting. Tell me about these monsters.”

      “Really?” He placed his hands on her backside and tugged her closer. He’d done this before. This kitchen. Her ass in his hands. “If I’d known you were into monster hunting, I’d have told you this fantasy a while ago.”

      “Mmm.” She nibbled his ear.

      Desire welled up like a dried-up creek bed in a flash flood. “Stop it, or pretty soon I won’t be talking about anything at all.”

      She pulled back. “Go ahead.”

      He stared into her twinkling eyes and swallowed. He could do this. He could tell her these crazy things. “Well, see, these monsters. They’re not like you or me. They’re dead, but still alive.”

      “Undead.”

      “Undead? That’s a word? Okay, the undead can’t control themselves. They live off blood. They lust for it, in fact. They’ll do all sorts of harm to get it.”

      “Awful.”

      “They are. And in my imagination, I go around killing them, and the world is better for it.”

      “Not in your imagination. In your reality.”

      Devin scrunched his nose. “No. In reality, I’m a cowboy. A rancher. I’ve never seen a…an undead monster, much less killed one.”

      “There are many realities. Just because one is true doesn’t mean another is false.”

      “Okay, but in this case, I’m thinking one can’t be true because that would mean these blood monsters are real. I can’t believe that.”

      “Many unbelievable things are real.” Froya placed one hand behind Devin’s head and one on his forehead. “If it doesn’t fucking work this time, I swear I’m going to leave you here to play cowboy all on your own, Ichor Coterie be damned.”

      “You just used a bunch of words I don’t understand.”

      “Shh.” She leaned into him. The smell of prairie flowers after a summer rain fanned from her skin. “Remember, Damhán.”

      A trickle, a stream, roaring rapids. A memory waterfall. Life before this ranch and a power before anything else.

      Devin sputtered. His knees gave way but Froya held him up. “Remember who you are, Damhán.”

      The room spun. Bile filled his mouth. He turned away from Froya and vomited into the kitchen sink. Eyes shut, he tried drowning everything out, but this effort was pointless. He was in the water and the water was in him. Drowning would only give life to the memories.

      From outside his mind, crickets chirped. Wood from the hearth crackled as it burned. Devin opened his eyes. He could float now. In his weightlessness, truth took form. Froya stood beside him, waiting as he steadied himself.

      He breathed through another bout of nausea. The unbelievable continued to weave its way through his mind.

      Remember.

      He believed the unbelievable. The truth of his own reality came into focus. He knew what this place was and why he lived here, accepting a mirage as a life. Of all the places for Froya to pick…

      “Why, in the name of everything that’s holy,” he said, his hands shaking at his sides, “did you choose to stick me on this stupid ranch?”

      Froya laughed. At his expense, he thought to himself. And that should bother him. Froya kidnapped him. Drugged him, maybe. Messed with his mind, definitely. Took away his memories and fed him ones she’d manufactured. But she’d also lived with him on this ranch for as long as he could remember. Her body fit against his.

      He couldn’t hate her, as much as he tried.

      “The truth is powerful. When I brought you home, I gave you that power by removing a large portion of the block that prevented your fae abilities from surfacing. It was more than you could handle. If you were a full fae, perhaps the shock would have been less debilitating, but you were cursed with a human mother. And so you suffered from the weight of truth. The coterie and I decided you needed to be eased into your new life. Make a world you’d feel comfortable in and after a time spent living in an Ichor realm, you’d be more able to handle who you are.”

      “Yeah, okay, but why did you think I’d be comfortable herding cattle?”

      “We have records from your human life.”

      “You have records of my whole life? Like, every part of it?”

      “Thanks to what was done to you, no. Most of your life is a mystery to us. But we managed to piece a few clues together. For instance, several of your previous girlfriends called you a cowboy.”

      “That, um, that didn’t actually have anything to do with cows. The only horse I’ve ever ridden was a pony at a town festival when I was five. We went around in a circle and I cried the whole time.”

      “You seem to have enjoyed yourself here.” She inched closer, her sinuous body ready to wrap itself around his.

      He backed away. “Because you did your fairy magic juju on me!”

      “Your fairy magic juju, Damhán. It belongs to you too, this power.”

      “Devin. My name is Devin.”

      “I can call you by your human name if you wish,” Froya said, “but it doesn’t change the fact that you’re an Ichor fae.”

      “I didn’t say it should. It’s just that every time you call me that, I feel like I should be asking a leprechaun where my pot of gold is.”

      “I don’t suggest you do that. Leprechauns love tricking humans and killing fae. Seeing as you are both, you’re bound to be tricked to death.”

      “I wasn’t planning on... Are you saying leprechauns exist?”

      “You are amazingly slow.” Giving up on her seduction attempt for the moment, she leaned back. “Why Warin saw fit to breed with a human and create an Earthblood, I’ll never know. At least he paid for his sins. And you did get his looks, so there’s that.”

      “Who are you talking about?”

      “Your father.”

      “My father’s a leprechaun?”

      Froya rubbed her temples. “Fucking hell, I’m going to have to start all over again. At least this time you’re not trying to kill everyone, including yourself. And you seem to accept more of your past than before. But I swear, ever since I took you from that spirit seeker, you’ve been worthless to me. It’s getting old.”

      “Spirit seeker. You mean Sybille?” He turned in circles. The farmhouse lay in ruins, as though it had fallen into disrepair long ago, left for the prairie to reclaim. “Sybille. I have to get ahold of her! She’ll be worried about me. How much time has passed since you hijacked me and whisked me away to this fairyland?”

      Froya tilted her head from side to side. “What is time, really?”

      “Cut the crap! How many hours have you held me against my will in this dude ranch fantasy loop? How many Earth hours.”

      “Hours? One thousand four-hundred and eighteen,” she replied. “Give or take.”

      “Over a thousand? That’s…” He performed the calculations in his head. “Almost two months!”

      “For Ichor fae, two months is merely a moment.”

      “But Sybille is a human, not a fae. All of my friends will be worried sick!”

      “They’ll be fine.”

      “I want to contact them.”

      “You have more important things to do.”

      “So that’s it, then. I’m your prisoner.” His head throbbed. “I’m expected to herd cows and horseback ride across the plains until the end of time. Why would you do this to me?”

      She studied him, eyes bright, lips turned up in an easy smile. How sick did she have to be to so fully embraced her roll in his misery. “This level of anger is acceptable. You have yourself under control, and I’d caution you to keep it that way. If you do, we can work with you.”

      “Who’s this ‘we’ you keep mentioning? I haven’t met a single other person since you brought me here.”

      “You have, you just don’t remember.”

      “Whose fault is that?” Exasperated, he threw his arms up. “And why is it I can remember a whole lot now, but not some of the things that would be most useful?”

      “I’m only trying to keep you from losing yourself. If you think I want to play rancher’s wife any longer, you don’t know me very well.”

      “I don’t know you at all.” He kicked at one of the fallen beams of his former fake home. “All you’ve shown me so far are a series of deceptions.”

      For once, Froya’s expression lost its confidence. “Fair enough. Maybe it’s time you meet the coterie. Re-meet, I should say.” She raised her hand, fingers about to twist around each other. The crystal in her wrist glowed.

      Devin shot his hand out to still hers. He remembered the moment he’d left Sybille’s world. It had happened so quickly, with no time for goodbyes. “Wait! What about Thunderheart?”

      Froya squinted. “What about him?”

      “If we leave here, will he disappear, or just…cease to be?”

      “You’ve developed an attachment to the animal.”

      “Naw, I wouldn’t say that.”

      “I would. You are an Ichor fae, Devin. If you want to bring him with, why don’t you?”

      “I don’t know how.”

      “You do.”

      “No, you don’t get it. I’ve never had powers. I don’t know any magic.”

      “You’ve always had power. You’ve always held magic.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      “I’m right. These things were blocked. You couldn’t wield them, no one could detect them, and this was all intentional. But they were always with you.”

      “But if they’re blocked, how am I supposed to do any magic?”

      He knew as soon as he’d asked the question what that answer was.

      Devin was this power. He was magical. He always had been. The block, whatever that was, had shielded him from these things. But no longer.

      “I removed the block at the same time I restored your memories,” she told him. “I didn’t eliminate it entirely, however. You aren’t ready for that. But enough has been removed that you can now ease into your power.”

      “Well, let’s ease the fuck out of here then.”

      “All right, I have an idea. Here.” She handed him a pocketknife. “Slice open your finger.”

      He took the knife but didn’t open the blade. “Why in the hell would I do that?”

      “Because, I’m going to give you a world-building lesson before we head to our anchor reality, where the coterie members reside. Ichor fae use their own blood to germinate new worlds. I used mine to create this one. Now it’s your turn.” She tapped the knife. “Just a small incision is all that’s necessary. Let’s see what you can do.”

      Frowning, he opened the blade and pressed its tip into his index finger. Blood bubbled out of the cut like tiny ruby-red beads.

      “That’s enough,” she told him. “Blood is life.”

      “Blood is life,” he repeated, then raised the arm with its crystal implant and bleeding finger, thought about Froya, about Thunderheart, about everything she wanted to introduce him to. He twisted his fingers just as he’d seen her do and willed a new world into existence.
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