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      I sat up slowly and tried to orient myself. The last thing I remembered was getting in the car just after sunset to drive west. I’d opened the gate in New Orleans, and the weak chains that’d bound me had snapped. Somehow, I’d managed to keep that information to myself. I’d passed out and woken up in Texas. Raj had been absent, but the others had been there. We needed to go to Bandelier National Monument—and I couldn’t remember if I’d told the others where we were headed, or if I’d passed out before I had the chance.

      This last gate had taken more out of me than any since the first, probably because of the stupid conspiracy Florence, Raj, and Marie had hatched up between them to bind my dragon with iron ink cut with dragon’s blood—my blood, apparently. A wave of annoyance tinged with a hint of low-grade anger washed over me, and I squashed it down. What’s done was done, and there was no use being upset.

      Instead, I focused on the crick in my neck, the ache in my lower back, and the nausea that came from disorientation and motion sickness. The seatbelt was still strapped firmly across my lap, and I could feel it cutting into my side.

      “Where are we?” I croaked.

      “Almost to San Antonio,” Florence said.

      “We’re still in Texas?”

      “We will always be in Texas,” Emma said. “Texas is huge and goes forever, and I hate it here.”

      I blinked a couple times. She wasn’t usually so negative. “What’s wrong, Emma?”

      “I’m hungry, and Florence won’t let me drive.”

      I cocked my head to one side. I’d obviously missed something because Florence hated driving, and Emma never copped to being hungry. “How long was I asleep this time?”

      “Six hours,” Florence said. Her voice was as serene as always.

      “Why aren’t you letting Emma drive?” I couldn’t shake the grogginess. I’d done nothing but sleep for the past few days and would’ve liked to stay awake for more than a couple hours at a time.

      “She speeds.”

      “There aren’t any cops,” Emma pointed out.

      “There might be. Texas is different. There’s power here. There are other cars on the road. There might be cops.”

      “I don’t see any other cars,” Emma groused.

      “It’s one-thirty in the morning,” Florence said. “There was quite a bit of traffic earlier.”

      “You drive like an old woman.”

      “I am an old woman.”

      “Stop!” I said. “Both of you. Oh my god. Maybe it’s time to take a short break. Get out, stretch our legs.” My stomach growled. “Grab a bite to eat while we’re not moving.”

      “That would be wonderful,” Emma said. “Florence won’t let me eat in the car.”

      “Seriously, Florence? Do you want a starving werewolf riding shotgun?”

      “She gets carsick when she eats while we’re moving.”

      I shook my head. “How far to San Antonio?”

      “Less than ten miles,” Florence replied.

      A few minutes later I saw a glow light up the horizon. It’d been so long since I’d seen a city glow at night that it took me a moment to figure out what I was looking at. “They have electricity,” I said. San Antonio wasn’t lit up the way you’d expect a modern city to be, but it wasn’t a skyline of dark, abandoned-looking high-rises like we’d seen the last few months, either. Wouldn’t it be funny if Texas became the bastion of civilization?

      “Florence just said that, duh,” Emma said. She was in a fantastic mood.

      “Do they have fast food?” I was feeling an excited tingle in the pit of my stomach. I would cheerfully eviscerate someone for a Crunchwrap Supreme.

      “Probably not at this time of night,” Florence said. “We’ll be better off looking for an all-night diner at a truck stop.”

      “Don’t you know about fourth meal?” I asked. My mouth started watering. I was going to get some Taco Bell. I did a little shimmy of excitement.

      “I’m sure we won’t be able to find one easily,” Florence said. A sign appeared in the headlights advertising the food options at the next exit. Taco Bell was the first one listed. “Damnit,” she muttered.

      “Yay!”

      Florence sighed, hit the blinker, and exited the freeway.

      There was an open Starbucks next to the Taco Bell, and I screamed, “Hazelnut latte!”

      I’d fallen a long way when I got this excited about a Starbucks. Ohhh…maybe if there was a Starbucks, there’d be other, better coffee shops around. I wondered how they were getting the supplies they needed to keep things going but decided that for some things—coffee beans being one of them—there must be shipments coming in from Mexico and Central America.

      “Where would you like to go first?” Florence asked, interrupting my coffee-flavored reverie. “Taco Bell,” I said after giving it some serious thought.

      There was a “cash only” sign in the window, but other than that, it was exactly like every Taco Bell I’d ever been in. I bought a Crunchwrap Supreme, two burritos, and an order of nachos, then stood aside so Florence and Emma could order.

      “Where you from?” the cashier drawled. “You look like you’ve been travelin’.”

      “New Orleans,” I replied.

      “What’s been going on there, then? We’re not gettin’ a whole lotta news from outside Texas.”

      I thought back to what the President had said and not said regarding current events. I didn’t want to give away any secrets, especially not secrets that would mark me as other. “Lots of unrest. No power. Martial law.”

      “That why you left?”

      “It seemed time to move on.” I was getting impatient; I wanted my damn food. This might be a good time to get some information since we hadn’t seen a news broadcast in three months, I reminded myself.

      “What’s going on here?”

      “You know what the President said,” he stated. There was no room to believe that I wouldn’t. “We’re mostly tryin’ to prepare in case we lose power, too, but I don’t think we will. If we see any of those supernatural freaks, we’ll take them down before they can mess us up, too.”

      “Have you seen any supernatural…uh…freaks around?” I didn’t have to work too hard to sound nervous. “I wouldn’t want to run into anything strange.”

      “Nah. Maybe they know to get out while the gettin’s good. Everyone is armed with silver now. No freaks are going to take us on.”

      Our order was finally up, and I turned to go. “I appreciate the news,” I called over my shoulder.

      After picking up a coffee order, Florence found us a hotel and rented two adjoining suites. Petrina showed up as soon as we were settling in and stayed just long enough to exchange a couple sentences with Florence before taking off again.

      Emma devoured her fourth meal, then she and Florence, hatchet buried over their mutual disdain for my dinner choice, retreated to the other room, leaving their barely touched coffee drinks.

      I finished their coffees—leaving that much caffeine abandoned violated one of the major tenets of my religion—then got in the shower. All this hot water was spoiling me.

      After I was clean, full, and caffeinated up, I climbed into bed. Only then did I allow myself to think about Raj. No one had mentioned him since I’d woken up. If something had happened to him, I was almost positive that someone would’ve told me, but I was starting to bounce back and forth between worried, disappointed, and angry. How was I supposed to work through my feelings about his pseudo-betrayal if he wouldn’t show up to continue begging for forgiveness?

      I didn’t realize how worked up I was getting until I noticed the bedspread was smoking. “Damnit!” I yelled. I whipped it off the bed, dragged it into the tub, and turned the shower on. Apparently, weeks of no magic and a huge power surge had eroded my carefully fought for control.

      I looked at the clock next to the bed. Seven. The sun would be up soon—the eastern sky was already lighter. I wouldn’t get my answers from Raj today, if he even intended to give me any. I crawled back into bed and tried to slow my breath and my mind. I shouldn’t be tired after all the sleeping I’d done, but I felt my eyelids drooping almost immediately.
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      I woke to the smell of food and hot coffee. I opened one eye and then the other, squinting through the sleep haze that still blurred my vision. Right there, in the middle of the chest of drawers, was a tray replete with pancakes, bacon, three kinds of syrup, bowls of butter, fruit, and whipped cream, and the largest carafe of coffee I’d ever seen next to a pitcher of cream.

      “Florence?” I called, my voice throbbing with reverence. “Did you do this?”

      “Yes. I hope you enjoy your breakfast.”

      “You are a goddess.”

      “I know,” she said.

      “This is the best day ever!”

      “Better than your mating day?” Emma asked. There wasn’t as much acid dripping from her tongue as there would’ve been if she’d asked the question six weeks ago, but I didn’t think she was entirely kidding.

      “Have you ever been through a mating ceremony?” I asked. I was being a little mean, because I knew the answer was no, due to her kidnapping and me being mated to the wolf she thought she’d end up with.

      “No,” she said, walking into the room holding a chocolate croissant. My eyes locked with her pastry and my mouth filled with saliva.

      “My eyes are up here,” Emma said, shaking her croissant at me.

      “Until you can compare fluffy pancakes and hot, delicious coffee to the tedium of a ceremony that ended up with everyone naked but me, I’m not interested in what you think. Isaac would totally agree with me here.”

      “I had one of those,” she pointed at the pancake that was rapidly disappearing into my gaping maw. “It wasn’t very good.”

      I gasped dramatically. “Bite your tongue, Emma Melinda Wolfenstein!”

      She tilted her head and squinted at me. “That’s not my name.”

      “Way to ruin it for me. It occurred to me that I don’t actually know your full name, so, until you told me differently, it could’ve been.”

      “It’s Emmaline Petrova. I don’t have a middle name.”

      “Well then, Emmaline Petrova, bite your tongue. This breakfast is fantastic.”

      She shook her head at me, not willing to concede, but not interested in pursuing it further.

      I finished my pancakes and bacon, then leaned back with a second cup of coffee to rub my warm and happy belly. Life was good. “I am so happy right now. This was almost as good as the middle of the night Taco Bell.”

      Emma, who’d been watching me eat with something akin to horrified fascination, made a sound I couldn’t identify. It was halfway between a cough and a laugh with a slight detour to hysteria-town. I grinned at her, “Anything wrong?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t understand you.”

      “I don’t have a lot of small pleasures right now, but food is one of them. I can eat and forget that Isaac’s gone, that I don’t know what the next three months are going to bring, that the cashier at Taco Bell last night would cheerfully shoot each of us if he knew what we were, and that Raj is missing.”

      “Raj isn’t missing,” Emma said. “He’s just not here right now.”

      “Emma, that’s what missing is. He’s not here, and I don’t know where he is.”

      “No one knows where he is,” she said.

      “If you’re trying to comfort me, you’re going about it in a very strange fashion.”

      “He’ll come back. He has to, right? That was the whole point with the sword?”

      I sighed noisily and refused to acknowledge her pun. “Yes. He has to come back. But that’s not the point. The point is I’d mostly forgiven him for New Orleans. Mostly. I’m still not pleased, but I’m not as angry as I was. And then as soon as I made that concession, poof! He fucking disappears. I don’t want to sound like some overdramatic Twitter girl, but I cannot keep a man!”

      Emma started laughing. “I don’t know what Twitter is, but you are being completely illogical, and that’s not like you at all. It’s only been a few days since you opened the last gate and even less time than that since you woke up. Raj might have been your near-constant companion for the last few months, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have other interests and responsibilities. He owes allegiance to the Queen of New Orleans, has children scattered all over the world, and a large territory he’s responsible for in the Pacific Northwest. Maybe he had to do something for Marie, or check on the kids, or take care of some business. The world doesn’t revolve around you, no matter how much it seems to at times.”

      Her words hit me like a punch in the gut. She was right. I fucking hated it when she was right. “Argh!”

      “What was that?” Emma asked.

      I had no choice but to admit it. “You’re right. Of course you’re right. I don’t have to like it, but you didn’t say anything that wasn’t true.”

      She reached over and patted my head like I was a good puppy. “Your life will be much easier if you always assume that I’m right and you’re wrong.”

      I bared my teeth at her in a mock growl, and she laughed. The lightness lasted only a moment before I sunk back into my melancholy. “Emma, I don’t know what to do.”

      “About what?”

      “Raj. Isaac. Everything. Maybe I should become a nun.”

      “Are you Catholic?” Emma asked.

      “Not in the least, but I don’t know any other official ways to renounce the company of men.”

      “You could try not being a whore,” Emma said primly.

      I flipped her off, and she laughed again.

      “Eleanor,” she said. “I didn’t see you with Isaac, but I’ve seen you with Raj. You guys are great together. I don’t get it, but there’s definitely something there.”

      “Of course there’s something there,” I scoffed. “He’s an incorrigible flirt capable of sending all his perverted thoughts to me.”

      “He never did that to me,” Emma pointed out. “He’s not just chasing anything in a skirt. It’s you he’s after. I’ve seen the way he looks at you when you’re not looking at him. He adores you.”

      “Pffftttttt.” I was eloquent today.

      “We aren’t friends. Well, maybe a little bit now,” Emma conceded. “You know I think—thought—that you were betraying Isaac. And I’ll be honest; it’s in my best interest for you to break your bond with Isaac and stay with Raj. You might not believe it, but what Isaac and I had was real, too. I loved…no, I love him. I don’t know if I would’ve been enough for him if we’d been able to stay together, but you’re teaching me how to be enough for him now. I’m stronger because I’ve watched you be strong, and I think that if I can stop being so scared, I’ll be able to be the kind of strong woman Isaac wants. The kind of strong woman he deserves. I want that chance with him, and you choosing Raj gives me that chance.”

      My mouth hung open. I hadn’t been prepared for this level of honesty. It made sense, from a twisted perspective. There was one thing she’d said that really bothered me, though.

      “Emma, you are already strong enough. You’ve been free for about three months, and you can handle yourself alone at a full moon, something Isaac couldn’t do. You’re fast and smart and sassy as fuck, and the more you learn to let go of your outdated opinions about sex and a lady’s place in the world, the more awesome you’re going to be. Isaac would be lucky to be chosen by you. I’m just not sure I’m ready to let him go. We are bound.”

      “Maybe he won’t choose you again,” Emma said. I could hear the hope in her voice, and I didn’t know how to respond. I couldn’t lie and say of course he’d choose me. I couldn’t lie and say that he’d choose her. All I could do is look at her in mute sympathy, my heart aching in my chest, and try to smile.
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        * * *

      

      Shortly after dusk, Petrina showed up, and we loaded the car. We camped the next day in Fort Stockton, deprived of the little luxuries like coffee shops and fast food joints, then made our way slowly west and north. We stopped in El Paso where I was able to get pizza and some good beer, then drove to Santa Fe. It was the last day of March. Seven days since I’d opened the previous gate, and eight nights since I’d seen Raj. Not that I was counting.

      When we crossed the border into New Mexico, we also crossed the border of the Texas power grid. Although there wasn’t power, some things were still working here as we were about as far away from a gate pulse as was possible in the continental US.

      We found a hotel in Santa Fe. We were still a couple hours away from Bandelier National Monument, the site of the penultimate gate, but this was as good a place as any to set up shop. I had exactly one month before opening the seventh gate. There was one more after this one, but it was starting to feel like I was approaching the end of the quest. I looked at the women who were sharing this journey with me and reflected that they were ever so much more reliable than the men I’d started with, or even the one that had wormed his way into my life halfway through.

      As dawn approached, I sat alone in my motel room and thought about why I was alone. Petrina was preparing for her day sleep somewhere else. Florence and Emma were sharing a suite. When I started this journey, Isaac, Finn and I had always shared space. Florence didn’t share unless it was necessary because Isaac and I were so new in our relationship and had trouble keeping our hands off each other. By the time Isaac left and Emma joined us, it had become habit. Also, there was some cuddling with Raj. Maybe a little making out, but not so much that we needed our own space. And now I was alone.

      I’d never been the kind of woman who believed a relationship with a man would make me whole. I liked men, sure, but I’d never had any long-term romances, and I’d always been okay with that. So why now, after a few months of being with Isaac, and even less time with Raj, was I so fucking lonely? I didn’t need to be held while I slept. I was not a cuddler. I was Eleanor Jane Morgan—Ciara nic Mata—and I would survive. Gloria Gaynor played through my head and resolve snuck in and straightened my spine.

      I stood up and pointed at myself in the mirror. “Eleanor Jane Morgan, you are thirty-five years old, you are Fae, you are a motherfucking dragon who doesn’t need anyone to keep you going, and you are going to get this done.” I stripped off my shirt and bra and concentrated on my dragon wings, holding the idea of them in my head until they were free of their metaphysical bindings and pushed through my skin. They were gorgeous and didn’t match the idea of what I would’ve guessed wings sprouting from my humanoid form would look like. If you’d asked, I would’ve gone with either the angel-variety of fluffy gold-tipped feathers or the shimmering dragon-fly wings I’d seen on story-book fairies. These were an almost-black purple membrane stretched over delicate bones that ended in claws. They were more reminiscent of batwings than butterfly. I moved them delicately and was rewarded with a large burst of air.

      I was Eleanor nee Ciara, Dragon Queen of the Dark Sidhe, and I was here to get shit done.
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        * * *

      

      At dusk, Emma, Florence, and I were ready for our field trip to Bandelier. I filled up the car with the gasoline we’d been toting for months. We’d refilled every can while driving across Texas and should be set for a while, no matter how much driving we had to do.

      I got behind the wheel of the car and impatiently drummed my fingers on the steering wheel until Petrina graced us with her presence. We headed north out of town, but before too long our route headed west and then, once we passed the turnoff to Los Alamos, started zig-zagging south. I was so glad I was driving. There were few things I liked less than being a passenger on a dark and winding road.

      It was nearly nine o’clock when I pulled into the deserted parking lot. The posted sign said the park closed at dusk, and it was well past that, but it didn’t look like anyone had been there for a while. I hoped it was because of the weirdness of the last few months and not because a bunch of people had been blown up by surprise landmines.

      We got out of the car and climbed over the entrance-blocking gate. “Florence, can you see okay, or should we get a flashlight?”

      “I can’t see much of anything, but won’t a flashlight ruin everyone else’s night vision?”

      “I have a plan,” I said. “Emma and Florence, you guys stay here while Petrina and I investigate.”

      “I can see fine in the dark,” Emma said. “Probably better than anyone here.”

      “Even in human form?” I asked.

      “Even so.”

      Interesting. “Next time, it’ll be you,” I promised. “But we’re operating under the buddy system here, and you and Florence are buddies now. Back over the fence with you.”

      “I wish you’d come up with this plan before I climbed over the fence,” Florence griped. “As Emma so aptly pointed out the other night, I am not a spring chicken.”

      “I wish she’d come up with this plan before we left the hotel,” Emma said. “That drive was not my idea of a good time.”

      “Shut it, both of you,” I said. I didn’t think Emma knew my bindings were gone, and with Finn probably lurking about, it needed to stay like that.

      “Petrina, could you grow back a leg if you lost it to a landmine?” I asked. I wasn’t sure how far the regenerative powers of the vampires went.

      She stopped and looked around carefully before answering. “Possibly. I’ve never lost a limb before. It would be excruciating and take a long time, though. I’d rather not experiment with it. Are they close?”

      “I don’t think so. I wonder if I would grow back a limb.” I pondered for a while and then gave it up as a ‘let’s hope we never find out’ question. “Maybe we should all head back. This is definitely the gate site, and Finn is likely in the area. I’d rather not go in if we don’t have to until we know for sure what we’re dealing with.”

      “And this couldn’t have been a daytime trip?” Emma groused. “Or a trip that didn’t involve me at all?”

      I heaved a sigh. “I’m sorry, you guys. I made a mistake.”

      “Well, it wasn’t the first one, and it won’t be the last,” Emma said pragmatically. I flipped her off, knowing she’d see it, even in the dark.
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      I escaped the hotel early the next morning before talking to anyone else. I wanted to scope out the city and get a feel for the land on my own, and I knew if I waited to discuss my plans with anyone else, I’d end up with Florence and Emma serving as unofficial bodyguards. Honestly, the nicest thing about currently being without male company was that my female companions were slightly less likely to overreact when I wandered off alone.

      “Eleanor!” Florence yelled.

      I winced.

      Slightly less.

      I turned around. Florence was standing two blocks behind me, arms akimbo, and although it was too far away to know for certain, I suspected that she was glaring. I sighed. At this point, I had two choices. The first was to go back, discuss my plans with Florence like a mature and rational adult, and accept whatever escort she thought necessary.

      The second was to run away as fast as possible and hope that I lost her in the streets of Santa Fe.

      I waved at Florence and started walking towards her. Halfway up the first block was a long, shadowed alleyway that led to who-knows-where. I darted into the alley, sprinted to the other end, took a right and ran until I saw another alley, ran through that, and continued until I was gasping for air and my thighs were burning with the effort. I slowed to a walk and tried to regulate my breathing. I looked around me and realized I was completely and totally lost. This city seemed to have a hatred of straight lines and nice, easy-to-follow street grids. I was at a triangular intersection. The street sign said I was standing on the corner of Cathedral Place and East Alameda Street. I walked north up Cathedral Place and took a sharp left towards the smaller of the two churches I could see.

      Signs announced that I was gazing at Loretto Chapel and that it was open. I ducked inside to catch my breath and give Florence even longer to lose my trail. It was a beautiful little church with high arched ceilings, creepy Catholic sculptures, and gorgeous stained-glass windows. The weirdest thing, though, was the free-standing spiral staircase. I tilted my head to one side trying to determine how it stayed up and if it was just decorative or an actual method to get to the choir loft.

      “You can walk on it if you want.”

      I jumped and ended up at least a foot away from where I’d started. The priest who’d spoken was trying unsuccessfully to stifle his laughter. I hated being laughed at, but I couldn’t sense any malice coming from him. I stuffed down my hurt feelings and asked, “How do they stay up?”

      He folded his hands and glanced upwards with an expression of piety. “God’s will, of course.”

      “Seriously, though.”

      “You are not a believer?”

      “Even if I was a Christian, I don’t think that would preclude me from also believing in physics,” I countered.

      He smiled at me. “The way the stairs were built puts the pressure on the stair beneath in such a way that the entire staircase is held up by the pressure placed on the bottom stair.”

      “That doesn’t sound stable.”

      “It’s been there without incident since the late nineteenth century; I think it’ll stand a little longer.”

      I looked around. “This isn’t a real church anymore, is it?”

      “No. It’s a museum and wedding chapel now.”

      “And a gift shop?” I nodded towards the entryway behind us. After you paid the admission fee—although there’d been no one for me to pay today—you could enter the chapel or the gift shop. “Gotta sell your souvenirs to bring more people to the fold?”

      “You are very cynical,” he observed.

      I shook my head. “I believe in a great many things that I’ve not seen with my own eyes. I’m even willing to concede that there may be divine beings out there worthy of worship. I just don’t have a lot of faith that any church or organized religion has any relationship to a higher power. Most seem more intent on lining their pockets than fulfilling the tenets of their faith.”

      He laughed again, and this time, my hackles rose with his amusement. I cocked my head to one side and considered him. His glamour was fantastic, but when he laughed, it wavered a bit. Heat caressed my body, and the priest shook his finger at me.

      “Don’t try to look deeper, little girl. It will not go well with you.”

      Flames shot out from his body so quickly that all I could see were flashes of green light for several seconds as my eyes adjusted. “What are you?”

      “I’m Father Clement,” he said.

      “I didn’t ask for your name. I want to know what you are.”

      He smiled, winked, and walked away. Right before he disappeared from view, he dropped his glamor for a moment, and a vision of flaming feathers filled my eyes.

      Holy fuck. I’d just seen a phoenix. I shook my head to clear my vision. I wondered if he knew who and what I was and didn’t care. Was he really a priest? Or was he spying on me?

      I made a mental note to discuss this with the others later that evening, knowing that bringing it up would further encourage Florence to scold me for running off alone, but something about him seemed significant. I was sure that he’d sought me out. This chapel wasn’t active and wouldn’t have a priest assigned to it. Nor was it being used today. Tourism wasn’t a big deal in mid-apocalyptic America.

      After a last look around, I wandered back out into the street to begin my exploration of the city in earnest.

      I walked down every side street and back alley I came across. Should something happen and I found myself running from someone with more ill intent than Florence, I didn’t want to find myself in an alley with no exit and no choice but to fight or fly. I hated that we were still keeping my recovery on the down-low, even if I more or less understood the reasoning behind it.

      When I’d committed as much of the city as I cared to to memory and mapped out every park within running distance of my hotel, I found a local brewery that was still open. They were doing all their cooking over large grills, and according to the bartender, the beer on tap was from one of the last kegs they had on reserve. They weren’t doing much business anymore, so he expected to be able to stay open a couple more months—long enough that he could figure out next steps at a more leisurely pace.

      I paid in cash, even though we both acknowledged that it was probably useless unless the new government agreed to back the cash system the way the old one had. At this point, how that’d be handled was anyone’s guess.

      After I left the Blue Corn Brewery, I meandered through dusks’ lengthening shadows back to my hotel. Florence was waiting for me in the hotel bar, nursing a glass of whiskey and a sour expression.

      “Hey, Florence,” I said, trying for casual and achieving tentative instead.

      “Did you have a good day?” she asked.

      “It was interesting. I met someone.”

      “Another man?” Emma said from behind me. She wasn’t even trying to be snarky anymore. I thought about pouring one out for the loss of our enmity, but decided against it, especially since I hadn’t ordered yet.

      “Possibly,” I said. “He looked like a man.”

      The bartender had gotten closer during our brief exchange, and the glass he was holding was getting an extremely vigorous polish.

      “Maybe it’s a conversation for the hotel room once Petrina shows up,” Florence suggested. She’d noticed the bartender, too.

      “I’m here,” Petrina said. She looked at the bartender. “I’d like a glass of your house red, please.”

      “Shirley Temple,” Emma said when he looked at her.

      “Seriously?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I really don’t think you get to judge my choice of beverages.”

      “Fair enough.” I turned to the bartender. “Hendricks martini. Dry with a twist.”

      He nodded and got to work.

      Drinks in hand, we retired to a table in the back corner, far away from the nosy bartender, and I told them about Father Clement.

      “A phoenix? Are you sure?” Florence asked.

      “You must be mistaken,” Petrina added. “They’re extinct.”

      “I’ve never seen one before,” I conceded, “and his glamour was amazing. But he was hot, and when he shed his glamour for me, his back was covered with burning red and orange feathers.”

      “Do you think it was happenstance that you encountered him or something deliberate on his part?” Petrina asked.

      “Deliberate. Although I don’t know why. We talked about the chapel and how organized religion is a crock of shit, and then he laughed at me, and I felt it. Something old and unworldly, and that’s when I tried to see who he really was. Whatever and whoever he is, he’s old, he’s powerful, and he’s interested in us.”

      Petrina drummed the fingers of her left hand on the table while taking a sip of her wine. “We should find out more about this priest. I don’t want him meddling in our affairs.”

      Heh. English history joke. I cracked a grin and looked around. No one else looked amused. Guess there weren’t a lot of Becket fans around. Whatever. “Wanna do some recon, Petrina? You’re probably the sneakiest of us all.”

      “Father would be better,” she noted.

      “Yeah, well he’s not here right now,” I pointed out. I wasn’t able to keep the bitterness from my voice, and I winced at how angry and hurt I sounded.

      “He’ll be back soon,” Petrina said.

      I couldn’t say anything nice, so I decided not to say anything at all.

      She offered me a half smile and said, “I will start ‘sneaking.’ Can you give me a physical description of his human form?”

      I closed my eyes and went into my total recall headspace. “He was a few inches taller than me. Probably about five-foot-six. He had white hair and eyebrows, but his face was completely unlined. His skin was dark. Not as dark as Raj or Isaac, but reminiscent of someone from Turkey or Jordan. He had a long, straight nose with a hint of bulbousness at the end. His eyes were…” I trailed off. I couldn’t remember what color his eyes were. That was weird. Every time I tried to focus on the color of his eyes, his entire face went out of focus in my mind’s eye. I shook my head and continued. “He had high cheekbones and a full mouth with a bitable lower lip.”

      Petrina laughed. “I’ll look for Middle Eastern men with sexy lower lips, then, shall I?”

      I rolled my eyes at her. “I don’t know why I can’t remember what color his eyes were. Logic dictates that they be brown—it would match his coloring—but that doesn’t seem right.”

      “You gave a good description,” Petrina said. “When I find him, I’ll make a special point of finding out his eye color so it won’t drive you crazy.”

      I beamed at her. “Thank you. I would appreciate that.”

      She finished her wine and walked out of the bar. I took a sip of my martini and looked at the others. “If I promise not to leave the hotel grounds or get into trouble, can I go for a walk?”

      “You don’t need my permission,” Florence said.

      “Noted. I’ll throw that back in your face every time you bitch about me wandering off on my own.”

      “It is, however, polite to at least inform people when and where you’re going,” she continued.

      “Fine. I’ll leave a note next time.” I threw back the rest of my martini, gasped in pleasure at the burn of the gin as it warmed my stomach, and stood up. “I’ll be back later.”
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        * * *

      

      I wandered out of the hotel and into the wild gardens that began almost immediately behind. The landscape was alien and beautiful. Cacti mixed with flower blossoms that were almost too brilliant to be realistic and silvery bushes dotted the in-between spaces. It reminded me a little of the Badlands I’d fallen so in love with in South Dakota, but instead of the starkness of death, this was almost too exuberantly vibrant; like it was trying too hard to make me believe that it was alive.

      The early evening air smelled like perfume and ozone and the barest hint of rain. I walked over to one of the larger trees at the edge of the garden wall, sank cross-legged to the earth, and closed my eyes. I formed the picture of Arduinna in my mind and called to her. I hadn’t spoken with her since before I’d opened the gate in New Orleans, and I wanted to make sure the Fae she’d sent had made it out alive and that everything was settled there. No more wars on my behalf. At least—I corrected myself—no more wars on my behalf that pitted ally against ally.

      I don’t know how long I waited, but I was drifting off by the time Arduinna interrupted my meditation.

      “Eleanor,” she said.

      I looked her over. She was wearing a business suit—the first time I’d ever seen her dressed in that fashion—and it was ill-fitting.

      “Did you come from a political meeting, Seth?” I asked.

      She glanced down at herself, and a rueful smile ghosted across her face. “There are times I’m very easy to read, aren’t there?”

      “Only when you want to be,” I replied. Arduinna never did anything without purpose—at least not as far as I could tell.

      “What can I do for you, Your Highness?”

      “I want updates. What’s going on in the big world? What happened in New Orleans? How’s this new government thing shaping up? And anything else you think I should know.”

      I thought about my last statement and then amended it. “Anything else you know I’d want to know.”

      “You are getting better at playing the game,” Arduinna said.

      I clutched my hands to my chest. “A compliment? Maybe the world really is coming to an end.”

      Arduinna laughed, but the look in her eyes didn’t signal amusement. I wasn’t good at reading expressions, particularly not those of the Fae, but it looked more like pain or sadness than amusement. It was gone so quickly; I thought I might be imagining things. I knew that regardless, Arduinna wasn’t likely to share her inner turmoil. At least not right now.

      “So?” I prodded. “Give me the deets. What’s the sitch?”

      “I don’t think those words make any sense, particularly not with that inflection. Please don’t use that kind of slang. It’s hard to understand and makes you sound ridiculous.”

      I smiled at her. I did so like tweaking her. She was always so formal and proper. “Fine, Arduinna. Please tell me what’s going on. Can you start with New Orleans and work your way bigger?”

      Arduinna gestured towards a couple adobe benches that matched the architecture of the hotel. “May we sit? It’s been a very long day, and I’ve been standing for all of it.”

      “Of course.” I led the way over to the benches and settled myself. As per usual, the benches were just high enough that my feet didn’t quite touch the ground, which meant that I’d either have to reconcile myself to numbness below my thighs, leaning inelegantly and uncomfortably, or sitting cross-legged on the bench like a child. I opted for a crisscross applesauce position, leaned back against the wall that jutted up behind me like living stone, and waited for her to start talking.

      “You know what happened in New Orleans. You were there.”

      I rolled my eyes at her. “I was in one very small part of New Orleans, very much focused on the gate opening, and then shortly thereafter, passed out. You had agents on the ground, not to mention the whole Fae army that was—how did you get them here again? I’m beginning to think these gates didn’t really need to be opened.”

      It was true. There were more and more Fae showing up all the time. Fae living everywhere, in all parts of government, and apparently entire armies. I started to get a nagging sensation in the pit of my stomach that I’d been had. If entire armies could get through the barrier separating the plane, why did the gates need to be opened, and what would happen when they were?

      “You’ve known that there are places, carefully guarded, that allow free, if not easy, passage.”

      I found myself nodding. That was nothing but truth. I could hear it in her voice. Wait a minute. Every time she explained things, a lethargy preventing me from asking further questions settled over me.

      “But the sheer numbers of Fae I’ve seen in the past months hint at more than a few carefully guarded passages,” I said, struggling to stay on point. “There’s something you’re not telling me. Something big. Something I need to know.”

      “Carefully guarded doesn’t mean small, and your father will spare no expense when it comes to keeping you safe, even if it means sending more people through a passage than the gateway can handle, causing it to collapse and become unusable.”

      I nodded again, and this time couldn’t fight the haze that made my questions seem unimportant. I tried to find my train of thought, but it had left the station without me.

      I stared blankly at Arduinna for a moment until she helped me out. “You were asking about the fate of your honor guard?”

      “Oh yes, thank you! I’m still hazy from the post gate magic influx, I think. I completely lost the thread of the conversation. Did everyone make it out okay?”

      “They did. There were no injuries to speak of, and they stand ready to defend you again at your word.”

      “I’d really rather not have them again, but I don’t want to make that call yet. I’m not sure what waits for me at the next gate site.”

      “It is your call, Highness,” Arduinna said, inclining her head.

      “And the rest of New Orleans? No more fighting between my Fae and vampire allies?”

      “Are they truly your allies?”

      “At least as much as you are,” I replied.

      “And do you trust them?”

      “As much as I trust you.”

      She grinned, showing a line of green-tinged teeth. “Maybe you aren’t such a disastrous heir after all.”

      “So many compliments today! This unprecedented rain of praise might make me start to feel cocky!”

      “Was there anything else?”

      “Yes. I’m interested in how the government building is going. I know you said there were regional governors elected from the state governors, who form a type of parliament that works with President Murphy. Is that still the case?”

      “It is, for the most part. Texas is refusing to have anything to do with their assigned region, saying they’re big enough that they deserve their own seat at the table, and since they’re the only ones with a functioning grid at this point, they’re getting their way more than they ought to.

      “California—at least the coastal regions—seceded. Alaska and Hawaii still have power and have been able to communicate via satellite phone, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they end up completely left out of this new nation building. The major news of the day is the civil unrest. People are forming militias and taking up arms in an attempt to repel what they see as ‘other’—in other words, us.”

      Since this wasn’t much different than what I’d expected, I simply nodded at her to go on.

      “General Mircea is working to consolidate the military’s power and ensure that the local militias don’t get out of hand.”

      “How’s he doing that?”

      Arduinna smiled—a broad, terrifying smile—and answered, “A combination of threats and intimidation, coercion, and attrition in the militia ranks.”

      “And by attrition, you mean?” I asked.

      “Those who are seen to be the most hostile, organized, hot-headed, and generally responsible for the increase in activity have been meeting with a series of rather unfortunate accidents should they prove to be immune to intimidation or coercion.”

      I was pretty sure that’s what she’d meant. Mircea—or his delegates—were killing off the opposition, both in the regular armed forces and the start-up militias. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I’d never been super pro-second amendment, but I’d never been solidly against it, either. I was almost certain that this was the exact type of situation the second amendment had been written for, though. I shook it off. Not having armed militias roaming the countryside trying to kill me was definitely a plus.

      “Anything else?”

      “The changes are not settling as quickly as Murphy’d anticipated. Despite having lived here for decades, the obstinance of humans to fall in line with what’s best for them is surprising to her.”

      “And to you?”

      “I’ve met you, and although you are not human, you were raised as one and until recently mostly thought like one. Your stubbornness in the face of truth was a…I think the term is ‘eye-opener,’ is it not?”

      “I’m glad I could help form your expectations.” I took a deep breath and forced my next question. “Any news of Isaac? Or Finn?” I tagged on the last as an afterthought, hoping it would signal that I was equally interested in the fate of both.

      “I’ve not heard anything new of your werewolf lover recently. He is in the Dark Queen’s domain, and few of the light go there willingly.

      “Finn once again eluded capture,” Arduinna said, her face twisting into a grimace. “That half-breed is slipperier than a salamander and twice as useless. Are you expecting him?”

      “I’m always expecting him. He’s like the proverbial bad penny.”

      “So nice to hear you’re looking forward to seeing me,” Finn said from behind me. I’d seen Arduinna’s eyes widen slightly before he spoke, so I didn’t jump as much as I might’ve otherwise. He was a sneaky bastard.

      “Speak of the devil,” I said, then was forced to correct myself, “or possibly his less popular and much less attractive third cousin.”

      “Aww, didn’t you miss me, Ellie?”

      “Like I miss bad coffee.” My scathing retorts needed work.

      “What are you doing here, Finnegan?” Arduinna asked.

      “Just checking in on our girl, here.”

      “You have no right…”

      “I have every right,” Finn interrupted. “I was hired by her father to keep an eye on her, and as yet, he hasn’t relieved me of that charge.”

      “You haven’t shown up to report in a while,” Arduinna said. “I suggest you go see Eochaid so you can keep up your end of the job.”

      “Since you’re here, I’m sure you can carry my report by proxy,” Finn countered. I’d moved a bit while they were bantering so that I could see them both at the same time. It was like watching a politely vicious tennis match.

      Arduinna looked up at me. “Highness, if you require nothing else?”

      “You may go,” I said. “Although you’ll owe me a favor for leaving me here with…him.” I gestured in the general direction of Finn.

      Arduinna looked at him. “Finnegan.”

      “Seth.” The tension in the air grew even thicker. “What? Didn’t Ellie know about your alter ego?”

      “She knows.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “I have so many problems with you, I don’t know where to begin. Instead of listing them alphabetically, chronologically, or categorically, I will say farewell and leave you to the gentle ministrations of Her Highness.”

      “She can’t hurt me. She’s bound,” Finn asserted.

      “Of course,” Arduinna said. “Nice ear.”

      Finn’s hand rose unconsciously to the ear I’d docked in St. Louis, and a flush suffused him.

      “Walk with me a moment, please?” Arduinna asked me.

      I joined her, and we strolled down the street, away from the trees she’d come through originally. “What do you want, Arduinna?”

      “Don’t trust him.”

      I gave her major side-eyes. “That ship sailed a while ago,” I said.

      “I know you don’t trust him in the way most people would mean,” she clarified, “but don’t trust that your knowledge of his treachery is accurate, either. Don’t expect him to be who he’s shown himself to be.”

      “Your clarity leaves something to be desired,” I said.

      Arduinna smirked, executed a graceful half-bow, then turned and walked back into the trees, dissolving from sight.
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        * * *

      

      Finn was waiting in the garden when I returned to the hotel. “Have a nice chat?” he asked. “You ladies are always talking about men when they’re not around.”

      I stared at him in astonishment. Oh my god. He really thought that, didn’t he? “As a matter of fact, this time we were talking about you. In fact, most of our conversation was about various men—although none of it had any romantic bent.”

      “Not even your inquiry about Isaac?”

      “Let it go, Finn.”

      “I guess he wasn’t the strong one, after all, was he?” The smug look on his face nearly did me in. I’d had a lot of negative feelings about Finn over the last few months. I’d threatened him. I’d cut off the tip of one ear and a couple fingertips. I’d named my sword “elf-stabber” in his honor. But this, this was the first time that I really, really wanted to punch him in his smug, stupid face. I could feel the rage coursing through me and knew if I didn’t get a handle on it soon, I’d start smoldering, and then my whole façade of helpless binding would go up in—wait for it—smoke.

      I snorted at my internal monologue pun, and that’s all it took to dissipate the building anger and take a step back from the situation.

      “Still can’t shift, can you?” he taunted. “I guess the tattoo artist the Voodoo Queen found was better than the late, not-so-great Harvey Dennehy after all. Maybe I should’ve kept one of them alive, though, just in case.”

      “You killed them?”

      “Me? Oh, no. I have subcontractors for wet work.”

      “But they’re dead?” I wasn’t letting him word-wiggle out of this one.

      “Very much so.”

      “Are you sure? Last time you reported a death, you were wrong.”

      Anger darkened his face and his fists clenched. I knew that he was using every ounce of self-control he had not to punch me, and the thought that I angered him as much as he angered me was almost as satisfying as the fact that he thought I was still bound.

      “If I could shift, don’t you think I’d be making your world a little hotter right now?” I asked. “Or at the very least, flying as fast as possible away from your unwanted presence?”

      “You wouldn’t, not in the open like this. You wouldn’t want any of Medb’s spies to tell her you could shift into a dragon. That’s definitely a fact that would enrage the Dark Queen.”

      “You expect me to believe she doesn’t already know? You’ve been her lapdog for years, Finn, and you think I’ll believe you didn’t tell her the minute you found out?”

      “If Medb knows your alternate form, she didn’t learn that fact from me. You’d already be dead, and that’s not in my best interest.”

      “What are you talking about? What has all this been—” I waved my arms, gesticulating wildly “—if not a bunch of attempted homicides?”

      “Are you dead?” Finn asked, crossing his arms in front of his chest and smirking at me.

      “Obviously not, but that’s because I’m competent.”

      “Whatever you need to believe to get through the day. Isn’t it more likely that instead of competent, the attempts haven’t been sincere? After all, you’re thirty-five, and I’m several hundred years old. How does it make sense that you’re more competent than I am?”

      “You might be older than me, but I have self-preservation on my side, not to mention friends who are infinitely more powerful than you could ever hope to be.”

      “Friends like your little blonde wolf who’s afraid of her own shadow? Or like the wolf who’s in a cage now?”

      “You kidnapped me and had me bound in Rapid City, and those bonds didn’t last because of my friends. You’ve tried to start shit everywhere I go, and I’m still standing here, because of my friends. I have mages and vampires on my side who were able to stop your stupid sex slave spell from taking hold. And yes, even the wolves are stronger than you. They both lived through more torture than I can even imagine, and they were not broken.”

      “But you’re broken, aren’t you? I heard you say that the last gate was almost too hard because of the bonds I manipulated Marie Laveau into placing on you. How are you going to get through two more?”

      His smirk was almost out of control now, and the growing sense of glee that he really was underestimating me almost broke through my contemptuous façade.

      “Binding doesn’t mean breaking,” I said. “I’m stronger than you ever anticipated. I’m the catalyst, the worldbreaker, the fucking Dark Queen and I will never break for you.”

      Finn laughed. “Strong words for someone who doesn’t even know what the Dark Throne is.”

      “I’m done with this conversation, and I’m done with you. I have only one question for you now. How did you know where the gates were before I did? You knew about the gate at Alpha in advance—enough to go there and get a bunch of violent jerks to move into the nature preserve to cause problems for me. And you were waiting for us in New Orleans, making deals with Marie before I got down there.”

      Finn winked at me, and I wished desperately for my sword so I could dock his other ear. “The location of every gate was in your mind the minute you opened the first one, and we were linked then. I lifted it all out of your mind and erased my tracks. After all, if you don’t show up for a gate opening, half my work is done for me.”

      Sword or no sword, and Florence’s warning be damned, I was going to end this asscandle. I pulled back at the last second, remembering that he didn’t know I was packing magical heat again. Of course, if I kill him, he still won’t know, I thought to myself. In the time it took me to have that brief argument with myself, Finn disappeared. I hated it when he poofed out.

      “Damnit,” I muttered to myself, staring at the space he’d occupied a moment before.
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