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        "This is a whole story with a strong female protagonist and superior writing! Brilliant and entertaining."

        Rabia Tanveer, Readers’ Favorites, 5-star review

      

      

      

      
        
        
        "The Waning Moon is a can't-miss fantasy adventure with humor, snark, and fun banter. A must-read!"

        Liz Konkel, Readers’ Favorite, 5-star review

      

      

      

      
        
        “This [The Waning Moon] is a winner and one of the best in its genre that I’ve read of late.”

      

      

      
        
        Grant Leishman, Readers' Favorite, 5-star review

      

      

      
        
        
        “This [The Ruby Blade] is an epic fantasy and fans of magic and mayhem will lap it up, but the by-play and the strong, positive characters, especially the women, are so refreshing to read. This is one of those books that is impossible to put down as one exciting scene just literally drags you into the next, but for readers with a thirst for witty, sassy, dialogue, that's all here too.”

        Grant Leishman, Readers' Favorite, 5-star review

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “This book [The Broken World] was amazing! I so enjoy the characters and their quirks. I am very much looking forward to the next installment in this wonderfully unique series. I can't wait to see what happens next! Amy Cissell has now been added to my must-read authors list.”

        5-star Reader Review

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Ms Cissell is a truly gifted writer. She has fun with her characters, just the right amount of sexy, and a solid understanding of how to write a series that you don't want to end. I find myself rushing to read the last chapters, to find the next twist even as I mourn having to wait for the next installment.”

        5-star Reader Review for The Lost Child

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Wow! I love, love, love this series! If you like Fae creatures of all kinds, magic, shapeshifters of all kinds vampires, a great love story or two, dragons, etc. Then this is your series and this book [The Iron River] does not disappoint!”

        5-star Reader Review

      

      

      

      
        
        “One of the most enjoyable reads in a long long long time! Thank you! Getting the next series right now!”

      

      

      
        
        “Wow! Whatever you want can be found in these pages. You want a werewolf, there’s Isaac, Rebecca, Emma and more, you want a Vampire, there’s Raj, Petunia, Marie, Sam and more, you want mages, you have badass Florence, you want Fae you have Eleanor, Finn, Arduinna, and so many more…you are so wrapped up in these characters by chapter 3 or 4 you have to keep reading. I just finished book four and I’m dying to start 5. Omg Amy did a fantastic job, the characters stay true to who they are, the flow is amazing. I want more now.”
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      As a subscriber to Cissell's Epistles - my amazing weekly-ish newsletter - you can pick any of these books to get you started on your journey! Sign up for my newsletter, then watch your inbox for the confirmation & download links!

      

      Looking for your new favorite series?

      Look no further! As a subscriber to Cissell's Epistles - Amy Cissell's amazing newsletter - you can pick any (or all!) of these books to get you started on your journey! 

      

      The freebie: Haunting the Route (Ghosts of Valhalla series prequel)

      Dusana is (was?) a reaper who made a mistake and let a dead soul go too long. As punishment, she is banished to earth as a mortal for 10 years. Worse, she's tied to the soul she didn't reap, and he's bound to haunt Route 66. Dusana meets Frankie, the main character in the series, tangles with gods, and learns to to be human...
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        * * *

      

      The freebie: The Cardinal Gate (An Eleanor Morgan Fantasy Adventure book 1)

      Eleanor definitely has a lot more swearing, violence, and explicitly naked sexy times. There are witches and vampires and zombies and dragons and werewolves. Lots of snark. Lots of adventure. And a few broken hearts along the way. Romance isn't the main theme, but there is definitely some of that going on.  
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        * * *

      

      The freebie: Match Made in Hell (Midlife Magic in Eden Valley prequel novella)

      This novella introduces Evie Addams, the protagonist of Raising a Demon, the first novel in the series, and Luc Morgenstern, her summer fling. Things get hot and heavy in Eden Valley as Evie throws off the shackles of her post-divorce life and dives headfirst into a scorching romance.
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        The freebie: Stakes and Stems (Vamps in the Vineyard prequel novella)

      

        

      
        It’s Charlie’s first major event at her winery. The Valentine’s dinner doesn’t quite go as expected. There’s a rash of vandalism, vampires at dinner, and Charlie’s first (and accidental) slaying.
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        Get your free books by subscribing to my newsletter!
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      For

      Dad—thanks for always believing in me

      Chris—for never giving up on me

      Liana—for challenging me to be as brave as you

      

      And for my readers⁠—

      Eleanor & I wouldn’t have gotten here without you. Thanks for coming along for the ride.
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      Eleanor Morgan  lived the first thirty-four of her years as a happily mundane human in the Pacific Northwest. She spent most of her freetime trail running, taking random classes at the fitness center (she’ll always have a soft spot for Tai Chi), and working on her garden. Although she doesn’t have a lot of close friends, she has her bestie Finn. Sure, he was once a one-night-stand that ended up spanning more than a few nights, but now they’ve settled into something more platonic. It is a nice, uneventful life punctuated by cheap food and expensive beer.

      Of course, it wouldn’t be much of a story if it stayed that way.

      When Eleanor takes a mid-summer day to trim and shape Hedge Antilles, the laurel hedge on the north side of her property, her only expectations were getting hot and sweaty and wrestling an unruly shrubbery into submission. But when Hedge takes offense to the haircut and shoots up several more feet and a vampire shows up on her porch calling her Princess and threatening to eat her, things take a turn…

      In THE CARDINAL GATE, Eleanor finds out that she is a changeling child, sent from the land of the Fae to grow up as a human, connected to this land, so that when she’s grown, she can trigger the magic and open up the once-sealed gates between Earth and the Fae Plane. Of course, those gates were shut for a reason—and it turns out the other supernaturals aren’t as eager to return things to the way they used to be. She picks up a watcher—Isaac Walker, a sexy werewolf with not-so-hidden trauma and too many secrets.

      With Finn’s assistance, she finds and opens the first gate, releasing a flood of magic into the world that destroys technology and kills thousands of people. Eleanor, Isaac, and Finn travel to the Black Hills of South Dakota, looking for the second gate. Eleanor is learning to adapt to the new magic flowing through her and is determined to not let another disaster like Portland happen. To that end, she picks up another companion on the quest. Florence White Elk joins them to train Eleanor, help mitigate the damage the gate openings do, and to hold Eleanor to a promise—to help her find her twin sister who was kidnapped by the Fae when they were children.

      Eleanor’s first major Fae power is released when a Fae tattoo artist finds the dragon within and draws it out. Between getting used to her new powers, falling into bed and catching some feels with a werewolf, a kidnapping attempt by some Portland-based vampires who serve the deliciously sexy Raj—a thousand-year-old vamp, and the betrayal of her best friend, the road to the second gate is rocky, but ultimately successful. Only six more to go…and they head east.

      In THE WANING MOON, Eleanor dodges assassination attempts from witches and vamps and kills the immortal Rasputin—kind of. Raj shows up to tag along for the ride to the third gate—just outside of St. Louis. In addition to locating the gate in Cahokia, she heeds Florence’s warning and agrees to perform the mate-bonding ceremony with Isaac. She finds out that Finn has forged several links to her mind allowing him to follow her anywhere, and he reluctantly removes them, but only after losing an ear tip and a finger. After successfully opening the St. Louis gate, the crew heads south, stops for an interlude with a bobcat shifter in Appalachia who helps them get new identities, and ends up in Savannah.

      Although Eleanor and Florence have managed to slow the effects of the magic waves at each gate opening, the magic is too strong to be contained. Technology is disrupted at each gate point, and Eleanor’s crossed the entire country. Computers are down. Modern cars don’t work. And most of the United States grid has been destroyed, leaving a tech-dependent country in chaos and causing the President, who turns out has been Fae this whole time, to declare martial law and reveal the existence of supernatural creatures to the public.

      THE WANING MOON is a bittersweet journey for Eleanor. She gains a mate under the full moon in St. Louis, but instead of being able to celebrate, Isaac says goodbye, opting to sacrifice himself to save the werewolf he’d thought dead at the hands of Michelle—ex-girlfriend, former captor, and unstable vampire. He walked through the fourth gate and into the Fae Realm to save Emma, a beautiful blonde werewolf who is deposited at Eleanor’s feet right before our hero is shot by the human police.

      THE RUBY BLADE, book three, takes Eleanor out of the hospital and on the road to Pennsylvania—in the winter—to find some magic rocks. Although Eleanor is still mourning Isaac, Raj is there with a shoulder to cry—or nibble—on. The confrontation at the fifth gate further proves that Finn and whoever he’s working for are not going to let things go easily. Someone wants Eleanor dead, although Finn would prefer a different type of subjugation. After the fifth gate is opened, no thanks to Emma but definitely thanks to Petrina—Raj’s gorgeous, Swedish, witchy vamp scion, the group heads down south again. They’re heading to the territory of the Queen of New Orleans—the most powerful vampire in North America. Despite Raj’s warnings that there is nothing he wouldn’t do to retrieve his sword—an ancient weapon handed down from his father and his father before him, set with blood rubies—Eleanor still didn’t see that betrayal coming.

      She’s traded to Marie in exchange for the blade, and Marie states her intention to make good on her promise to deliver the “head of the pretender” to Medb, current Queen of the Dark Sidhe. After an extended stay in her very first dungeon, Raj comes to her rescue. Eleanor is not impressed with him, nor is she pleased to find out that all of her companions were in on the plot to get Raj’s sword back and let Medb—and Finn—think Eleanor had been hamstrung. Eleanor opens the sixth gate with an unexpected Fae army at her back—courtesy of Arduinna, who is not only an agent of the Light King and a double agent of the Dark Queen, but the chief of staff for the Fae President of the United States.

      In book four, THE BROKEN WORLD, anti-supernatural sentiment is on the rise and humans are coming for the so-called monsters with tiki torches and pitchforks. Eleanor is forced to confront her feelings for Raj in Santa Fe and decide if she’s going to forgive his betrayal and give in to her desire.

      Bandolier National Monument, home of the penultimate gate, has been booby-trapped by Finn in a last-ditch attempt to halt the progress of the gate openings. It takes a lot of time, ingenuity, and care to remove the land mines surrounding the gate site, but they get it down and Eleanor opens the seventh gate. Before they have a chance to celebrate and regroup, Emma is shot—not by another supernatural in their continuing quest to stop Eleanor—but by a human whose hate and fear led him into violence.

      Subdued and in mourning, Eleanor leads her diminished group northwest, dodging attacks by humans and attempts at either assimilation or assassination by the new human governments. Finally, they return back to where everything began—Portland, Oregon—to get their houses in order before the final gate.

      The final gate is opened with a sacrifice—a Fae-made blade must open the gate with the blood of the world-breaker, otherwise known as Eleanor Morgan. Raj reluctantly agrees to use his recently recovered ruby blade on the woman he loves. Book 4 ends in death and fire—a silver stake in Raj’s back, a ruby sword in Eleanor’s gut, and the eruption of every volcano in the Cascade Range.

      Book five, THE LOST CHILD, begins with Eleanor waking up naked (again) and alone in a dome of fire with Raj’s Ruby Blade next to her. Six weeks have passed, Raj is nowhere to be found, and Eleanor is ravenous. It doesn’t take long for Florence and Petrina to find her—Florence got a power boost when the final gate fell. Raj is recovered with a little magical high-jinx, but before Eleanor can get a handle on her post-apocalyptic world, Florence cashes in her promise. It’s time for Eleanor to go home.

      Eleanor is welcomed into the Light Court with open arms from the king, Eochid, and open hostility from his consort, Cloithfinn. It doesn’t take long to prove that Eleanor is one of the most powerful Fae in the kingdom, something that doesn’t open as many doors as she’s hoped. Only after an exhaustive search throughout the Light Realm does Eo’s chief advisor mention that the woman they’re seeking is located in the Dark Realm—within the Dark Queen’s court.

      Eleanor and Connor use one of the rare, permanent gates between realms to travel to the Dark City to rescue a woman who isn’t too keen on being rescued. When they finally convince her to follow them back—and Connor grovels for having abandoned her forty years earlier—they return to find an empty, blood-stained palace.

      Cloithfinn attempted a coup, blamed the newcomers, and forced the king and his supporters into hiding. With the return of Eleanor, Connor, and Anoka—Florence’s long-lost twin, Eo has the support he needs to regain his throne and force Cloithfinn into exile.

      THE IRON RIVER opens with Isaac breaking free from the silver prison where he’s been held captive by the rogue vampire Michelle. With the help of his former guard, Diane, they flee through a hidden gate and end up back on Earth—in southern Belgium. Isaac’s mind, which had been deteriorating during his captivity, begins to repair itself even as Diane’s health takes a turn for the worse the longer they’re gone from the Fae Plane.

      Eleanor, determined to keep her promise to save Isaac once she’s done saving the world, follows him to Europe and across three countries, pulled by the force of his pain, her pledge, and their bond.

      The magic that swept across the globe released power in the supernatural creatures that few were equipped to handle, and hordes of shifters, not tethered to an Alpha, vampires with no sire to keep them in line, and magic practitioners of all walks are out of control, turning Central Europe into a pre-industrial region too dangerous to navigate alone.

      Everything comes to a head in a castle in southeastern Czechia when the vampires Petrina has claimed meet the shifters who’ve taken in Isaac, and they’re forced to stand together against the worshippers of Chaos.

      Just when they think they’ve gotten things under control, the unthinkable happens and Florence is felled with a single bullet hole in her forehead. Book six ends between light and dark, life and death, and madness and control.

      Of course, there are plenty of puns, a few more appearances from Hedge Antilles, a lot of heat, and a few evil monks.
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      I hadn’t heard a gunshot, but Florence was on the ground with a bullet hole in her forehead. Raj and Petrina knelt beside her having an urgent discussion, and Isaac took my hand as Diane turned a slow circle in the middle of the clearing. I should help—there must be something I could do—but all I could think about was finding whoever had done this and tearing them limb from limb while using my magic to somehow keep them alive. The sounds of conversation—of Petrina saying, “You owe me this, father,” faded until all I heard was my heartbeat.

      “There’s no exit wound,” Petrina said. The shrill hysteria in her voice was enough to break through the pulsing, red miasma of anger that’d draped over me. “There’s no entry wound, either.”

      “What do you mean?” Raj asked, leaning in closer to Florence’s prone figure.

      Arduinna knelt on the other side and passed her hand over the bullet wound. “It’s not real,” she said.

      “I don’t understand,” I said.

      Arduinna pulled her hand away from Florence’s forehead, and her skin was once again smooth and perfect.

      Florence’s eyes sprang open, wide and sightless, and she screamed, “Annie!”
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      “My sister is dead!” Florence yelled. Frost spread across the clearing floor, wilting the small plants and sending icy spiral designs up the trees. The temperature dropped several degrees, plunging the forest from early summer into deepest winter. “There will be no debate.”

      Icicles grew from the branches above our heads, and I shivered. It was too cold for me—I wasn’t dressed for it, and my dragon had a bad habit of settling into a torpor every time my body temperature dropped.

      Florence grabbed my hand. “We’re going now. If you want to come, hold on!”

      Isaac still held my other hand, and an arm snaked around my waist. Something hard whacked my ass just as the ground dropped out beneath us and waves of nausea rolled over me. We were simultaneously stretched and flattened, like saltwater taffy, and the journey seemed to last for ages. This trip was nothing like traveling by gate between planes—it was the difference between luxury first class air travel and a two-seater with a novice pilot flying through turbulence in the Bermuda Triangle.

      About the time I’d given up hope of ever arriving at our destination—any destination—my face hit something hard seconds before I tripped and fell. I opened my eyes to almost perfect darkness, felt around to make sure there was no one nearby, and emptied the contents of my stomach onto the ground.

      I’d lost contact with Florence, Isaac, and Raj while we were traveling through the interdimensional meat grinder and didn’t know if Petrina and Diane/Arduinna—ugh, I was going to have to figure out what to call her—had made the trip. I heard retching not too far from me, so at least one other person had landed in the same place.

      “Roll call?” I asked. “I’m here.”

      “Here, and even more undead than usual,” Raj said.

      “I made it,” Isaac said. “That was even more unpleasant than last time, and that trip ended in an icy river running through a vampire-infested cave.”

      “Eeee-hawww.”

      “Guess Jack made it, too,” Arduinna said. Her voice, which had begun sounding stronger as she recuperated from her Medb-caused illness, was weak and exhausted again.

      “Jack?” I asked.

      “Isaac’s monstrous donkey,” Arduinna clarified. I guess I knew what had smacked my ass into the gate now.

      “Florence and I are over here,” Petrina said.

      All six of us—seven if you counted Jack—had made it to the same place at the same time. If it turned out we were in the Light Realm on the Fae Plane, then I was going to call it a win, regardless of how terrible the trip had been.

      “Where are we?” Isaac asked, sounding remarkably calm for a man who’d spent the better part of the last few years mad as a hatter due to our broken mate bond and his kidnapping and torture at the hands of a vampire and her Fae accomplice.

      “The Dryad Wood in the Light Realm,” Arduinna said. “We’re in a root cellar.”

      “What should we call you?” I interrupted. “I knew you first as Arduinna, but Diane is how Isaac knows you best. Which do you prefer?”

      “Arduinna,” she said. “It reminds me of my first home, the Ardennes. I’d hoped to spend more time there, but it was not to be. This wood, however, is modeled on my Forest. It’s where you first came into this land.”

      “We’re a few days from the palace, then?” I asked.

      “No.” Florence said. She grabbed my hand again.

      Goosebumps ran over my skin—her grip was icy, and it burned my skin. I snatched my hand back. “Florence, I understand your urgency, but I cannot make another trip like that so soon.”

      “It’ll be better this time,” she said. “Same plane.”

      “Florence, dearest,” Petrina said in the low, soothing tones one uses to quiet a frightened animal or rampaging toddler. “If you are right, and she is dead, getting there sooner will do nothing to help her. You’ve already saved us so much time by getting us this far.”

      “Her murderer could still be there,” Florence protested.

      “That is unlikely,” Raj said gently. “The murderer would’ve either fled immediately or been captured by Connor and Eochid. And if Connor caught the man who killed his love, there’s nothing left for you to do.”

      The air temperature dropped another few degrees. As much as I wanted to comfort Florence—and I did, tragedy apparently brought out the humanity in me—I knew that hugging her would push me even further towards hibernation. I found the dirt wall I’d run face-first into and started tracing the perimeter of the room. If we were in a root cellar, there had to be stairs out somewhere. The sooner we got out, the sooner we could make our way to the palace and find out what had happened.

      My feet found the stairs before I did. I tripped and landed on the bottom stair in an ungainly heap, wishing, and not for the first time, that my near immortality came with a generous helping of natural gracefulness as well.

      “Found the way out!” I announced. I walked up the steps and pushed on the door. “It’s absolutely locked from the outside.”
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        * * *

      

      Raj made short work of the door, and we found a nearby empty cottage to spend the night in. Florence had argued vociferously, of course, but was outvoted. Arduinna was the only one who knew where we were and which direction we needed to go to get to the palace, and she categorically refused to lead us out of the woods and to the main road in the dark.

      “I am exhausted,” she pointed out. “We all are. A night to rest and regain our strength will not go amiss. I don’t know anyone who could’ve ripped open a gate like that, pointed it where they wanted it to go, and pulled six people and a large donkey through without harming anyone. Florence, you must be exhausted as well.”

      Florence didn’t answer. She sat on a chair with her back to the rest of us like a petulant child put in the corner as punishment. It made no sense for an adult to do this voluntarily. Humans were very peculiar.

      Raj sidled up next to me. “Overwhelmed and inundated with Fae magic?”

      “I’m drunk with it,” I confessed in a whisper. “It feels so good to be home. I feel like…myself. Not so…” I waved my hands in the air dramatically to convey a sense of dark Galadriel power madness.

      “Are those jazz hands?” Raj asked.

      I heard the laughter in his voice and glared. “You can read my mind. You know what I’m saying.”

      Raj laughed. “I do. And I must admit, I’m looking forward to a stroll in the sun tomorrow. This place has grown on me.”

      I smiled at him, pleased and smug that he enjoyed the Fae Plane, even if my power eclipsed his here. Then I turned my attention to the whole group, Jack included. He was too big to be ignored.

      “Before anyone else knows we’re here, let’s make some plans. It was always my intention to leave any decisions regarding the Dark Throne until such time as it could no longer be ignored, but recent events leave me little choice. Once we’ve secured the throne for Eo and determined who needs to be punished for recent events, I will be co-opting Eochid’s forces and taking my throne.

      “I’m sure the Dark Bitch—nickname pending—was responsible for Anoka’s attack. She’s been behind most of the bullshit we’ve dealt with, whether directly or indirectly, and she needs to go already.”

      “I agree,” Arduinna said. “The depravities she’s visited upon her prisoners are terrible, and she enjoys it. But how will you, with Eochid’s limited resources, defeat her?”

      My lips curled up, and I felt a bit evil. “I have a plan…but you’re not going to like it.”

      “I don’t like anything that’s happened in the last eighteen hours,” Arduinna said. “Hit me with everything you’ve got.”

      I leaned in and started talking. Raj guided me in the background when I needed assistance. It was nearing midnight before we had a plan that everyone agreed to. I took the first watch, Arduinna volunteered for the second, and Florence the last.

      After an uneventful watch, I talked briefly with Arduinna, then fell asleep next to Raj, secure in the knowledge that my plan was nearly infallible.

      Florence woke me around sunrise with an unholy howl of fury and a sudden cold snap.

      I rubbed my eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      “I thought your plan was foolproof!” she screamed at me. “How are we going to do this without Arduinna’s ability to travel between groves? How are we going to find our way out of here?”

      I sat up and stared at her. “What are you talking about?”

      “Isaac, Arduinna, and that ridiculous donkey are gone!” Florence yelled.
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        * * *

      

      Calming Florence down had taken a lot longer than I’d anticipated. It was a friendship operation that had been considerably slowed by sudden onset torpor brought about by the cold front created by Florence’s anger.

      “Here,” Raj said, handing me a blanket he’d found…somewhere. It was better to not ask too many questions.

      “You know, for someone’s who is always harping ‘control’ at me, you spend an awful lot of time giving people goosebumps when you’re angry.”

      My jibe elicited another Arctic blast before she reeled herself in.

      “You’re right, of course,” she said. “I had no business coaching you on control when mine is imperfect.”

      I held up my hands. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. That is not where I was going with that. At all. Just pointing out that we all have control issues from time to time.”

      Petrina glared at me from where she was standing to the right and slightly behind Florence. “She’s just lost her sister and expended a great deal of energy to bring us all here. You need to cut her some slack.”

      I tipped my head back to look at the ceiling, took a deep breath, and counted to ten. “I am not trying to discount Florence’s pain or minimize the loss that she suffered. I wanted to be able to respond—to offer reassurance—but I can’t do that when I’m being buffeted with wave after wave of winter wind. Nothing that happened to me since I left Portland compares to what Florence is going through now, but if I learned anything, it’s that control is necessary no matter what. We practice control of the little things, so we don’t lose it when big shit happens. Florence knows that—she taught me that—and sometimes we all need a reminder to jerk us out of the pain or the anger or the self-pity and start moving forward again before we hurt somebody.”

      Raj’s hand brushed against the small of my back when I teetered, worn out by cold and exhaustion. I didn’t want to say anything else—didn’t want to make it about me—but my control was wavering, too. The last thing any of us needed was a fire and ice battle in an old cabin in the middle of the Dryad’s Wood. Although at least that’d probably garner us some royal attention and accelerate our trip back to the Palace. Being back home had flooded my whole being with raw, Fae power, and that power wanted nothing more than to be used.

      The air temperature was warming up, and my subconscious decided that was a sign of spring. Glossy, dark green leaves pushed out of the ground in a semi-circle around us, then continued their upward trajectory until we were nearly surrounded by a six-foot tall… “Hedge?” I asked. “What are you doing here?”

      The laurel hedge quivered but didn’t answer. Probably because it was a plant.

      “This is Hedge? Your Hedge?” Petrina asked, staring incredulously at the shrubbery that hadn’t been there five minutes earlier.

      “I think so. It looks like Hedge Antilles. I don’t know how I did it, but my control is apparently little better than Florence’s right now, and with many fewer excuses.”

      Petrina stood with me and Raj as we examined Hedge. I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that this was Hedge or one of Hedge’s scions—saplings?—that had shown up in a moment of stress, just like when I’d inadvertently woken up Hedge when my magic first manifested on my porch in Portland. That day was so far in my rearview mirror; I seldom thought of it anymore except with anger, although whether I was angry at myself for not seeing Finn for who he really was or at Finn for worming his way into my life under false pretenses and ultimately betraying me, it was hard to say. The signs that he was up to no good had been there from the beginning. Finn had been cagey as fuck about who he was and what he was doing but found a way to be brutally honest about the things that hurt. I should’ve seen then that he was manipulating me into looking at one thing while he misled me about another like a creepier Vegas magician.

      I ran a hand down the length of some of Hedge Antilles’s new growth and relaxed into the raw, soothing Earth magic pouring off my newest successful gardening venture. Hedge’s roots were burrowing deep into the earth, and through the slight contact I had, corners of the Fae Plane that I hadn’t even imagined rolled out before me in a magical map. Eo’s palace was a bright, sparkling point to the south, Medb’s a dark, whirling spot far to the northeast. Smaller dots, equally important but with fewer powerful folk congregated in them, spread through both lands. I didn’t know where the borders were, and they obviously didn’t appear on the power map appearing in my mind, but there were a lot of pinpricks of light, and even some greater groupings, in regions that had to be beyond the Fae lands.

      “I know where we’re going,” I said, pulling my hand away from Hedge. I was starting to feel the land in addition to seeing it mapped out in my mind. Not all of it was thriving, and I wasn’t ready to deal with that. I might have to at some point, but not yet. Not here.

      “What do you mean?” Florence demanded, taking several steps back and shrinking into her regular guise of the middle-aged kindly witch. She looked just old enough to start dreaming about grandchildren and young enough to keep up with the kids who inevitably found their way to her place. Partly for the never-empty cookie jar, and partly because she always gave the best life advice and never blinked no matter what you asked her. The epitome of World’s Greatest Mother.

      My breath caught in my throat. When we’d first met, before she left South Dakota to join me on my quest and teach me everything she could about magic, we’d had an encounter with her coven. I’d met her former partner as well as the maiden and crone. Florence had been the mother of the coven. I’d meant to ask, to investigate. But I’d forgotten. I’d been so caught up in myself, and my guilt and pain, that I’d never asked. And maybe it wasn’t my place to ask—she’d never said anything about it at all—but I couldn’t help feeling like I’d failed a friendship test.

      “Florence—”

      “I overreacted,” Florence said. The temperature in the basement was back to normal, and all that remained of Florence’s latest temper tantrum was damp spots of rapidly melting frost.

      I closed my mouth. I’d meant to apologize for forgetting her past trauma and not understanding how it would affect the current. Of course she’d been obsessed with finding her sister who was forever a child in her memory, especially when she’d had a child of her own that was, for whatever reason, now absent.

      “Don’t,” Florence said. “Don’t dredge up the past. Not now. It’s not a conversation I want to have, and those aren’t memories I ever want to shine a light on. You will try to understand, but you won’t be able to. Not now, and not ever. Let it be. Maybe someday that’ll be something I want to share, but that will be for me to decide.”

      “Of course. I will never mention it, and I’ll do my best to never think of it either. It’s your story, and I will respect that.”

      Florence caught my gaze. “Thank you.”

      I gasped with the enormity of the debt she’d created. “No,” I argued. “It is I who must thank you—for reminding me that even between close friends, there is no owing of secrets.” The gulf between us shortened and the pressure her thanks had created lessened, allowing me to breathe freely again.

      “If you can get us to the palace, then we don’t need Arduinna and Isaac, although that stupid donkey might have been handy to ride. Arduinna’s defection isn’t surprising—if she ever stayed on one side long enough to form true alliances, I’d keel over with shock—but I’m disappointed Isaac chose to leave us so soon.”

      “I think he’d follow Arduinna anywhere, even after finding out who she really is,” Raj said. “I’ve not seen a man so lovestruck since he mated with Eleanor under the full moon.”
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      I closed my eyes again while the others made quick work of packing our few belongings. When I reached out to Hedge, the map of this plane surged into my mind’s eye again, stronger than the last time. I found that I could zoom in on different points on the map if I focused, but the closer I got, the blurrier it was. It was almost like the map itself wasn’t high quality enough to avoid pixilation at close range. The Dark and Light Fae Kingdoms were the clearest, and everything around the edges looked as though the mapmaker had smudged the drawing before the ink was dry. Trying to concentrate too hard on those areas gave me a headache between my eyes, so I backed off. I didn’t need that information anyway. At least not yet.

      I looked around and found gateways I’d used before, figured out what they had in common, and looked for one close to us. I’d work out how to get it to spit us out where we wanted to go when we got there. Hopefully.

      After an hour and a half of walking through a surprisingly handsy forest, we arrived at the site I’d seen when I connected with Hedge. I’d immediately regretted trusting in my memory to get us where we were going and not sketching out a map. Taking a piece of Hedge with me didn’t give me the same connection—I theorized that the root system was what connected Hedge with the land—and Hedge was either unwilling or unable to follow along. I tried getting angry every time I couldn’t quite remember where we were or where we were going—I was never really lost—but other than making the dry, late summer wood around me smolder, I didn’t accomplish anything.

      “I need a break,” I announced. I dropped my pack and slumped to the ground, leaning against the nearest tree.

      Florence squatted next to me. “Is everything okay? Are we lost?”

      I could tell by her tone that she knew we were lost. Raj wouldn’t have given me away, so either my shields weren’t as strong as usual, or my expression was betraying me.

      “It’s your face, my sweet,” Raj said. Even though his voice sounded in my head, my eyes were still drawn towards him. His dark, burnished skin glowed in the late afternoon Fae sunlight, and the twinkle in his brown eyes framed by ridiculously long eyelashes turned my thoughts to things other than getting unlost.

      “Eleanor,” Florence said with more patience than I deserved. Maybe someday Raj wouldn’t turn my head, but I wouldn’t count on it being anytime soon. Not much could distract me from him.

      “We’re fine,” I reassured Florence.

      “Tell me you’re not lost,” she demanded.

      I plastered on a smile, turned it up to eleven, and said, “I studied the map in great detail before we set out, and I brought a piece of Hedge with me to help with any guidance-related issues we might run into. The paths in my mental map do not completely match up with the actual roads we’re encountering, so I’m forced to make adjustments to stay on target.” I dug my fingers into the soft loam at the base of the tree I was leaning against and searched for the words that would be reassuring, honest, and worthy of a leader. Power flowed into me like someone had turned on the hose. “Oh,” I said. My thoughts weren’t incoherent, but it felt like more effort than it was worth to speak.

      The map spread out in my mind again, and this time I found the gate I was headed for almost immediately. We’d been going in roughly the right direction, although if we’d kept on in the direction we’d been headed, we would’ve bypassed it completely. “Paper?” I asked.

      I heard rustling nearby and then Petrina thrust a notebook and pen at me. I shook my head, and Raj grabbed the paper instead. I opened my mind to him, pointed out the important landmarks, and then pulled my hands out of the dirt. He’d sketched out the best route to the gate, marked some nearby landmarks—a spring and a small village—and then added more details than I would’ve. He was a decent artist and did a much better job than I could’ve.

      I smiled, sprang to my feet and took the map, then showed it to Florence. “We’re here,” I said, pointing out our current location. Raj had marked it with four small figures that looked suspiciously like the main characters from the Wizard of Oz. “Am I Dorothy?” I asked.

      “Not at all,” he replied. “You’re the Tin Man. I’m Dorothy.”

      “I don’t know if you’ve assigned me to be the Cowardly Lion or the Scarecrow, but either way, I’m not pleased,” Florence growled.

      Raj smiled at her, turning the charm up as high as it could go, until she rolled her eyes and turned back to me. “Your boyfriend is a menace,” she complained.

      “The gate we’re headed to is here,” I said, pointing at a spot on the map with an ornately drawn wrought-iron gate. “We’re nearly there. We do need to leave the road we’re on now, though, or we’ll bypass it completely.”

      “What’s this?” Petrina asked, pointing at the other elaborate miniature drawings Raj had added.

      “A spring, a village, and an…anomaly,” I said.

      “What kind of anomaly?” Trina asked.

      I wasn’t sure if she was aware of how she posed in the middle of the clearing. Her long, blond hair streamed out behind her in the slight breeze, and her porcelain skin almost glowed in the sunlight. Her eyes were closed, hiding her cornflower blue eyes, but when she tilted her head up a little more, the tips of her fangs peeked out. Watching the vampires turn into sun worshippers every time we were on the Fae Plane was one of the highlights of the experience.

      “I’m not sure,” I confessed. I pushed my hands back into the dirt and let the map unfurl before me again. “It feels Dark. Wrong. Trapped.”

      “The anomaly is a trap, or someone is trapped there?” Petrina asked, opening her eyes and turning her regard from the sun to me, a downgrade for sure.

      “I don’t know.” I wondered how many times I could say that before they decided not to follow me.

      “Confidence,” Raj whispered to me.

      I straightened my spine and tilted my chin up. “It’s on the way, more or less. We should investigate.”

      “We don’t have time,” Florence protested.

      “If someone is trapped, how can we not make time?” Petrina asked. “Annie is already dead. We cannot save her. But maybe we can save somebody else.”

      “And if it’s a trap for us?” Florence asked. The acid in her voice wasn’t nearly as caustic as I’d expected. Either she saw the wisdom in Petrina’s words or Petrina got passes I didn’t when it came to saying Anoka’s name. Probably a bit of both.

      “Then we walk in alert and ready,” Raj said. “If someone knows we’re here and set a trap for us, then they probably haven’t had very long to perfect it. They’ll have to take two vampires, one of the top ranked Fae in the realm, and the most powerful practitioner they’ve likely encountered without the element of surprise. There aren’t many who could do that.”

      “You’d never forgive yourself if you found out you left someone to suffer,” Petrina pointed out. “We’ll take this detour, find the problem, then head to the palace to mete out retribution on anyone who deserves it.”

      Florence closed her eyes and briefly looked every one of her seventy-five-ish years. “Of course. We should take the detour. Whoever killed Annie—Anoka—will be long gone by now, anyway.”

      I handed the map back to Raj. My sense of direction was great—in the city. It wasn’t even terrible outside of the city, provided I found the nearest interstate and had my GPS reading the directions to me. But here? I didn’t know which way was north, or if there even was a north. “Can you read it?” I asked.

      “I think so, especially since I got a glimpse of the whole thing.”

      “All you people who got to live in a world without GPS are the lucky ones,” I said. “Here we are, different world with no WiFi, and you can navigate with a crude map and the night sky.”

      Petrina rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you’d give up microbrews and pizza delivery to grow up in an era of rampant disease just to learn how to read a map.”

      “I don’t need to have pizza delivery,” I said as piously as possible. “As long as pick-up is available.”

      Raj swatted my ass lightly. “We’ll follow this road a little longer then find a smaller path heading…eastish, for lack of a better term.”
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      Raj stopped so abruptly that I ran into him. Petrina stopped just short of making contact with my back, thus averting a slapstick domino-like fall. I peered around Raj to see if he was teetering on a cliff. He wasn’t.

      He’d stopped on the edge of a clearing. It was a perfect—as near as I could tell—circle of the greenest, most storybook grass I’d ever seen. I looked up. The sky was blue. Sky blue. Marred only by one pristinely white fluffy cloud. The grass was dotted with red flowers. They were all the same size and shape and exact shade of red. Each flower had five petals, a curved green stem, and two leaves. Something about this was niggling on the edge of my memory, but I couldn’t place it.

      In the exact center of the clearing was an apple tree. The smooth, brown trunk rose up and split evenly into two large branches that disappeared into the green leaves that wreathed the tree. The leaves were the same color as the grass and looked remarkably similar to the shape of the cloud. The apples were nothing more than tiny red dots.

      “It’s like a child’s drawing,” Florence said.

      “A child with no imagination,” Raj muttered.

      “Hey!” I said. “I’m pretty sure I’ve drawn this exact picture before. All it would need is some perfectly triangular snow-capped mountains and a spiky yellow sun.”

      “This is definitely a trap,” Petrina said. “But who set it and why?”

      I stepped out into the clearing, sidestepping Raj’s hand trying to hold me back. The ground was springy, like walking on one of those in-ground trampolines. “I want to see the other side,” I said. I walked a slow circle around the perimeter of the clearing, staying away from the tree. There was something about it I didn’t trust. Again, I felt a tug at my memory strings, but couldn’t put my finger on what my subconscious was trying to tell me.

      When I got to the furthest edge of the clearing, away from where I’d started, I turned back towards the tree and shrieked. It had large, blue eyes with impossibly long eyelashes, apple cheeks tinged with red, and the biggest, widest grin I’d hoped never to see. The memory burst free. This was the recurring nightmare I’d had when I was six. Every night, I dreamed about this perfect fairyland with green fields, a blue sky, and perfect flowers. I could go into the castle and be the princess, but I had to pick an apple first. But every time I tried to pick an apple, the tree would open its mouth and show its fangs, giggle, and swallow me up.

      I’d wake up screaming and refused to eat apples for several years, much to the dismay of my parents who lived smack dab in the middle of the Pacific NW’s apple country.

      This tree looked just like my nightmare tree. It was my nightmare tree. “You!” I screamed.

      “Ho ho ho!” the tree laughed. “I wasn’t sure if you’d remember me!”

      “Remember you? You terrorized me as a child! You were a literal nightmare!”

      The tree shrugged, although I couldn’t quite see how. “It gets boring out here all alone. I wanted to see what you looked like and hopefully scare you enough to stay away.”

      “You’re such a badass, scaring a six-year-old enough to cry night after night,” I said. I didn’t know why this was important, but it obviously was. I racked my memories for anything else that would help me. Questions! I snapped my fingers. “You have to answer three questions and do so with transparency and honesty.”

      “Ask away! I hope you’ve improved your interrogation skills. Although I guess I could tell you why I have such big, shiny teeth again if you’d like.”

      I shuddered. “How do you know who I am?”

      “What makes you think I do?” the tree answered. “I’ve never called you by name or indicated you were anything other than a random misplaced Fae baby I decided to torture.”

      “That is not an answer,” I replied.

      “Your blood calls to the land, and I am tied to your earthly guardian. I watched you grow up as much as he did.”

      Fucking Finn. I squelched my anger, although I’d love to unleash some fire on this monstrosity.

      “Who put you here?” I asked.

      “I think you already know the answer,” the tree said. “But I’ll humor you. Cloithfinn planted me here at the request of her dear friend, the Queen of the Dark Realm.”

      “Will you give me an apple?” I asked before I could lose my nerve.

      The tree looked shocked. “Don’t you want to fight me for it? Pluck it yourself? You always fought when you were little.”

      “I always fought, and I always lost. I thought it might be more productive to simply ask.”

      “You won’t win, you know,” the tree said. It ripped an apple from its boughs and whipped it at me. I caught it, but before I could view my prize, the tree exploded into a storm of apple missiles and wooden shrapnel.

      Once the debris storm was over, I raised my head cautiously. The clearing had returned to normal—all colors were natural again, and not a child’s rendering. I looked down at the apple. It’d changed from the scribbled red circle into an apple-sized faceted ruby, banded with gold and topped with a gold and emerald tree.

      “Holy fuck,” I said. “This is the orb of the Dark Throne.”
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      Now that our detour was over and the magical clearing returned to its natural state, Raj and I were able to get us back on track with zero issues. It was almost as if the pathway was opening in front of us. Less than an hour later, we stepped into a different clearing. This one looked completely normal—late summer flowers bloomed in clumps, a natural spring bubbled up against one edge, and the shrubs and trees that surrounded it were varying degrees of scraggly green. But this one radiated power in a way the last one hadn’t.

      “This is it,” I announced unnecessarily. “I’ll need some time to figure out how to use the doorway to take us where I want to go. It’d suck if we got spit out in the Dark Queen’s boudoir, or in Texas, or somewhere we’ve never heard of. I can do it. I practiced before we left Eo’s palace last time. But having practiced doesn’t make me practiced. So I’ll need a minute.”

      “No one would deny you the time to do it right,” Petrina said. “Let us know when you’re ready. In the meantime, perhaps I can prepare a snack for the food-dependent among us?”

      I smiled at her, pushing all my gratitude into my expression. “That would be amazing. I’m incredibly hungry and would literally eat anything. Except apples.” I patted my backpack where the Dark Orb hid beneath a pile of clothes of uncertain cleanliness.

      “Cheese and bread and…” Petrina rummaged through the food sack Florence and I took turns carrying. “…cheese?” she finished.

      “Those are three of my favorite foods,” I replied. “Thanks for not making me choose between cheese and cheese.”

      I sank to the ground in a cross-legged position in front of the invisible gate and opened my thoughts to Raj. “Can you help me?”

      Raj sat next to me and took one of my hands in his. “Tell me what you need me to do,” he said.

      “Anchor me here and let me draw on your strength,” I said. “There are so many doorways in so many worlds, and if one has enough strength, any of them can be a destination. There should be only a few places this gate will gravitate towards naturally, and somewhere near the palace should be one of them. But I don’t want to get trapped wandering, and it’s all too easy to get curious and let the gate energy pull me along.”

      “It wasn’t a problem before, when you were opening all the gates, was it?” he asked, holding my hand a little tighter.

      “No. There was too much purpose behind what was happening, and not enough skill on my end. I had the raw power but didn’t have the faintest clue how to use it. And since the gates were the original Great Gates, the only thing they were interested in doing was opening. It was possible to use them, but only at the original locations.” I was barely paying attention to what Raj was asking and how I was answering. The conversation was enough to keep me grounded, to keep my consciousness from flitting about in the between-gate ether, and to remind me of my task.

      “Have you ever gotten lost?” Raj asked, an edge to the question that pulled my mind back a little too far.

      “No, but there was a close call,” I admitted. “When I was learning how to link Eo’s gate with Portland, I got carried away and roamed too far afield, peeking through gates to see where they led. In the ether, it’s like walking through the star-spangled night. Everything is a deep, midnight blue speckled with twinkling stars and nebulas and galaxies. The doorways are faint outlines. If you’re powerful and skilled, you can pull your consciousness along to where you want to go. Otherwise, you only end up in maybe the right vicinity and have to do some peeking out. It’s fun to look at all the places and so many people. And I nearly forgot my purpose. But Connor had me tethered and was able to pull me away and back to my mission. But that’s why I wanted you here. You ground me even better than Connor does, and there’s no one else I’ve ever magically meshed with so well.”

      “Does it help if I talk?” Raj asked.

      “Yes, and if I don’t answer, a mental jolt would be appreciated.” I settled in further and let the ether between gates take me. I knew what I was searching for and pulled myself along towards the familiar feel of Eo and Connor. Their energy was bright and powerful, but not nearly as powerful as the Light Throne itself. It beckoned to me, and my longing for it felt…right. I was about to latch onto it and anchor myself when something even more attractive caught my notice. The next gate over pulsed with bright darkness, both oxymoronic and seductive. The Dark Throne. I took a deep breath in a place where breathing was unnecessary and let go of the Dark.

      “I’ve got it,” I announced, letting Raj pull me to my feet. Petrina handed me the bread and cheese and cheese she’d made for me and I scarfed it down, washing it down with water from the nearby spring. “I appreciate you so much,” I told her.

      “Are we ready?” Florence asked. She strode across the clearing and stood beside me, nearly vibrating with eagerness.

      “We are,” I said. “We should link arms, Wizard of Oz style, so we don’t lose each other. This is my first time unguided, and I don’t want us to be separated.”

      Raj hooked his left arm through my right, and I grabbed Florence’s hand. She was already linked up with Petrina. Then I closed my eyes and pulled on the gate I wanted, willing it to fill the space in front of me, to become one with the gate here. An oval became visible before us and crackled with gate energy before clearing up and showing us the entrance hall of Eo’s palace. The picture fritzed and fuzzed for a few moments, like an old-fashioned television with too much static, before the destination became clear.

      “Go now,” I commanded. “The less time I have to hold the gate, the better I’ll feel.”

      We stepped through the gateway and into Eo’s palace as one. I verified we’d all made it, and then I let go of both gates. It slammed closed behind us, shaking the earth we were standing on and causing dust to rain down on us from the battlements. Oops. Guess I should’ve been gentler.

      I opened my eyes and stared into the business end of a spear. Eo’d replenished his guard. I didn’t recognize this one. “Please tell his Majesty that his Heir has arrived and is seeking an audience,” I said. “And bring me a glass of wine. Preferably unpoisoned.” I slumped to the ground as no fewer than a half dozen guards ran off in the direction of the palace entrance.

      “You did it,” Florence said.

      “Yep,” I replied as the world went dark around me.
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      I shook my head to clear the starry darkness from my sight and looked around, hoping I’d recognize the place we’d landed. The waiting area outside Eo’s receiving hall was familiar, as were the large number of weapons pointed at my person. I scanned the faces hoping to find someone I knew. Finally, I landed on the centaur towering over everyone else—the only person, besides the dryad standing next to her, without a weapon pointed at us. The horse half of her was a shiny almost metallic sable, and her skin was ebony. She was wearing a chainmail shirt and the simple helmet that marked her as one of the king’s personal guard. She had a long braid draped over her left shoulder that ended near her waist and dark eyes that surveyed the room.

      “Alanna!” I called, waving enthusiastically. The tall, willowy, and grayish-green dryad next to her nudged her and said something to the centaur in sign language. My grasp of sign language was limited to the ASL alphabet and the signs for pizza, thank you, and the lyrics to “Love in Any Language,” thanks to a middle school summer camp. It did not cover Fae SL. I snorted to myself. Fae SL. Heh.

      Alanna must’ve recognized me or at least decided we were harmless enough to back off for a moment so she could figure out who was yelling her name from across the room. The guards lowered their various pointy weapons and took enough steps back that I was able to take stock of our situation.

      “Hey!” I called. The dryad next to Alanna made the complicated hand gestures I recognized as sign language. I turned a little so they could both see my face, held my hands up non-threateningly, and walked towards them. I hoped my companions were all okay behind me, and I wasn’t abandoning them to a surprise attack.

      “We’re fine,” Raj said. “Just a little disoriented from the trip. I vastly prefer traveling under my own power.”

      “Same,” I said. “This was way better than ley-line transport, though, right?”
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