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Chapter One




Hoof beats rang like gunfire down the alley. Their sharp echoes ricocheted along the side of the dumpster, rattling the metal and waking the woman who leaned against it. She groaned and wrapped the rags more tightly across her shoulders. Shadows wove across the alley, and the woman shivered against the cold as much as the unfamiliar sound of hooves on asphalt. 

She listened to the beats, pressed her thin frame closer to the brick wall and waited for the authorities to dislodge her. When the noise stopped and no cold voice shouted for her to be up and moving, curiosity got the best of her. She ventured a peek around the dumpster’s rusted corner and squinted against the darkness until she’d nearly written off the sound to her unreliable brain’s imaginings.

Then the blackness snorted. It moved, shifting its weight from one gleaming hoof to the other. It lowered its head as if it knew she watched, as if it waited for her to move. She sighed. A wave of excitement swarmed from the depths of her despair, and she responded, drawn by the flick of an ear and the twitch of a velvet muzzle. Her hand reached out. Her fingers curled toward the temptation of horse flesh.

The beast’s nose stretched closer, and she caught the gleam of an arched neck, the cascade of tangled black mane. Her hand brushed satin. One of the hooves stamped, loud and hollow against the night. The lips tensed and pulled back from a row of jagged teeth.

The woman froze. She felt the first stutter of panic as the horse’s head tilted to regard her with fiery, red eyes. The silky nostrils vibrated, and a snort like thunder echoed against the bricks. The lips pulled back further, killing the equine resemblance completely. She saw the shoulders, the broad ebony chest, and the thick thighs that bent in the wrong direction. Her panic exploded in a scream, cut short by the first flash of pointed teeth.

🕷

The stone rampart rested under a skin of ice. Beyond it, the land lay frozen, each blade of grass encrusted with frost, each bare tree branch shimmering in the early light. The forest sparkled like a jewel. Above the keep, the snow level had dropped. The trees just behind their sanctuary frosted at the tips. The stone peaks flashed white against the sunlight. The fairy cloud, the last remnant of color in the mountains, had abandoned the tower when the weather turned.

Liz pulled her cloak tighter and leaned on the crenellation at the very top of the keep. Her breath fogged and drifted visibly on each exhale. She could smell the snow coming. The sharp scent of it had lingered on the wind for the past three mornings. But today, the sun triumphed over the growing press of clouds. It rose clear of obstruction and cast a pink glow across the courtyard.

Horses called from the stable—the same building where Marcus had been held prisoner—for their morning ration of hay. A few cloaked and bundled figures drifted from one outbuilding to another, warming foot paths through the icy grass and leaving dark green trails behind them.

The trap door creaked open and then landed hard against the stones. The bang split the quiet of the rooftop, echoing against the mountain peaks. Liz watched as Lockland scrambled through the opening and tried her best not to giggle.

“How many tunics are you wearing?” she asked. His cloak bulged and lumped around his torso. He held it so tightly wrapped that he resembled a giant pupae. Wisps of white hair danced out from under his hood.

“I’m freezing to death.” His boots clipped against the stone as he negotiated the icy surface. He loosened his wrapper enough to slide an arm around her waist and rested his chin on her left shoulder.

“I was just thinking how beautiful it is,” she said. He felt spongy against her, had to be wearing at least half his wardrobe.

“What is?” he asked.

“Winter.”

He sighed and turned his face into her hair for warmth. “We don’t have winters.” Despite the truth of this, his world was slowly freezing over. The cold fell on them with unnatural speed the moment the Tower had passed from the Seelie court’s hands.

“I know.” She leaned back into him and looked skyward. There had been little time to put up stores, no time to prepare for a winter that could last forever. “We should send a party down to Limbar today.”

“They’re running as low as we are.”

“I know. But sometimes the refugees bring supplies with them.” She didn’t add, and more mouths to feed. “We can gather news, at least. And it will give the Ambassadors something useful to do.”

“If you can get any of them to venture out in the cold.”

“Right.” She frowned and pulled her own cloak tighter. She hadn’t asked to be anyone’s leader, but then, she hadn’t needed to. The gift that the late Sidhe Vision had forced upon her bought her the elves’ loyalty regardless. Still, the Ambassadors proved less than useful. Like lost sheep, they’d followed her to the keep, mainly for lack of any other direction. Now they spent the days drifting through the wide hall, fighting with one another, and complaining to anyone who’d listen. Liz found productive tasks for them whenever possible.

“I was thinking of hunting again soon,” he said. “Daimon, at least, is good with a bow. Maybe I can take a few of the others as well.”

“Good.” Time alone to continue unraveling the visions in her head might help her to sort out more of the puzzle she’d inherited. Getting Daimon away from her for any amount of time would also ease her nerves. The man still avoided any contact, but he’d taken to shadowing her movements. She couldn’t look up without catching him sneering in her direction. “He’s giving me the willies.”

Lockland held her tighter and breathed into her hair. He laced soft kisses across her neck. They turned together when the ladder rattled again. Laurel’s head popped into view, swathed in the deep green of her cloak.

“You’re letting the cold in!” She clambered onto the rooftop in a sea of skirts, lifted the trap door and settled it back over the hatch.

“Sorry,” Lockland muttered into Liz’s neck.

Laurel shrugged and looked across the rampart. The snake road curved away through frosted trees. “I was thinking of making another run down into Limbar.”

“You read my mind,” Liz said.

“No, that’s your job.” Laurel shifted her cloak and joined them at the wall. “But I’m getting weary of sitting around here, and we could use the news.” She flashed Liz and sideways grin. “You want me to take Daimon along?”

“Lockland’s taking him hunting, thank gods. Maybe I could go down with you, though. I think I could use to get out too.”

“Someone’s coming.” Lockland broke into the discussion. He pointed down where the road disappeared into the forest. “Walking.”

Liz stiffened and pinned her gaze to the spot. They got few refugees at the keep. Most chose to remain at Limbar rather than climb the long road into the mountains and even lower temperatures. Now, however, shadows broke from the tree line, and two dark figures approached on foot.

She squinted against the sun and examined their guests. At this distance, the travelers appeared as indistinct, dark lumps, but the dawn’s angle cast their shadows in magnified perspective across the silvery ground. One dwarfed the other.

“It’s a gnome,” Laurel said. “And, I think. Is that a troll?”

The two continued at a steady pace toward the keep. Liz leaned out over the battlement and felt Lockland’s grip on her waist tighten. Nothing could mask the size discrepancy between the new visitors.

“Thump,” Liz said.

“How’s that?” Laurel asked, cocking her head.

“It’s Thump, I’d bet on it. And Edgar or Ethan, but...” She slid back to upright and contemplated the duo. There should be three of them. Lockland brushed at her hair.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I know them,” Liz said. The approach finally drew the attention of the Ambassadors currently manning the watch. Two riders broke from the keep’s shadow and trotted to the head of the road. The rhythm of hoof beats just reached them on the rooftop. “They’re friends of mine”

Laurel nodded and turned back to the hatch. “Well then, we should probably head back down.”

Liz followed them back into the tower that had been her prison, that had held both Marcus and Lockland as well. In Lockland’s case, it had served more as hell than prison. They took a short ladder down from the roof, and she waited on the rickety landing for Laurel to close the trap door. Was this the spot where Brendan vanished from the tower? They’d never be sure where the bastard had stood when he used Sylvia’s blood tie to escape them the first time, but at least the mystery of the means had been solved. At least the man was dead.

She shivered at a last gust of frigid air slid in. Laurel bolted the hatch and led the way toward the stair that would take them into the keep proper, past the boarded off room with its hallway of dingy cells. Brendan might have been dead, and his body abandoned to the cobblestones and whatever a rain of fairies might remember into existence, but the keep still housed the remnants of what he’d done. It still had its ghosts. They whispered at her in the night, just as the Sidhe’s memories flickered in her peripheral during waking hours.

The stair dropped into the huge hall where she’d seen Lockland’s doppelganger fall, where the imposter’s blood still stained the flagstones. The cluster of Ambassadors huddled around the hearth spun toward them as they left the alcove. Liz had the urge to hide, to slink down until Lockland and Laurel barred her from view. She’d grown so weary of the expressions, the expectations. Eventually, she’d have to tell them what the Sidhe remembered. She’d only hoped to untangle the many layers first. Or maybe she waited for something better, some bright twist or inspired wording that might make the story more palatable.

She sighed and turned away from them, but not before catching Daimon’s scowl. A blast of cold air joined it from the tower entrance. She couldn’t have said which was chillier. Still, her heart warmed at the silhouettes she found in the doorway: Thump and one of the gnomes who’d helped her escape both from Brendan and her descending madness. More friends at the tower would be a welcome addition.

She rushed to greet them, stopping short only when the doors shut and the sconces illuminated the newcomers more clearly. Thump’s huge shoulders sagged. A bandage wound around Edgar’s middle, and a large portion of it boasted an unmistakable bloodstain. The gnome limped along, supported by a crooked stick and the thick arm of his companion. Both of them looked shredded.

“What happened?” Liz knew. They’d heard the stories from other refugees, of skirmishes with the dark Fey races, of the horrible things haunting the southern woods. She didn’t want to ask the obvious question, but she’d never seen the young gnome without his father. Where was Ernest?

“Three blood caps and a dozen boggins happened.” Edgar’s eyes shimmered once and then shifted to his boots. He shook his head. No need to ask, then.

Liz sighed and tried to smile. They had room for two more. They’d find some way to provide, winter or no. “Welcome.” She held out her hands to both of them. “You’re safe and welcome here, my friends.” She completely ignored the grunts from the elves by the fire. Daimon could go to hell. She’d be damned if she’d turn these two, or anyone else, away.

🕷

Marcus woke to the egg’s pulsing. The stone floor made a hard bed, but the surface was smooth enough to allow for sleep. The crystal egg nestled in an indentation where whatever hands hollowed out this place had seen fit to grind out a spot for it. The facets flashed pink and orange and refracted prisms onto the dome overhead.

He touched it. His fingers flowed across the surface, drawing a random pattern. The glow subsided at the contact, burning only at the core, a knot of fire flickering in the egg’s heart. He placed both his palms against the warmth it emitted, and the color shifted, yellow, green, blue-white. “What now?” he whispered. Like every other time he asked, the egg gave him no answer.

If he’d been condemned to death, the plan had gone awry. He knew no thirst, nor did his stomach request sustenance. Since his arrival in the tomb, only warmth and silence touched him. As he slept, and woke, and paced around the room’s perimeter, the egg sat silent and glowing in its center.

He’d examined the circular mural until the images blurred together. The script had no meaning in any language he knew. He abandoned his efforts to decipher it when staring at the squiggles started to give him a headache. Instead he passed his waking moments contemplating the egg. He stroked its surface and watched the play of colors inside.

At some point, he started talking to it. His story poured over the crystal and tainted the atmosphere of the cave. Still he spoke to the egg, told the clear surface about his people, about his friends, and eventually, about Laurel Haven. The glow absorbed his words without changing. The egg didn’t crack at his touch, the touch of a villain. It didn’t turn dark against him. The damned thing didn’t answer him at all.







Chapter Two




“No,” Mary said. “No, fold them in three.”  

She pulled a rumpled leaflet from Sed’s fingers and tried to smooth it out against her thigh. “Like this, see?” The stack of newly printed pages sat on the coffee table. Mary pulled the top sheet from the pale blue tower and laid it in front of the troll. She demonstrated the correct process, creasing the page in two places and turning it so that the little fairy of the FFR logo was to the front. “Now,” she said with a triumphant snort. “You do one.”

“How’s it going?” Jessica asked from the kitchen doorway. She leaned against the frame and wiped her hands on her short apron. Her red hair tried to escape from the knot at the back of her head.

“Good,” Mary said. “Slowly, but we’ll get through them.”

Jess looked over her shoulder briefly, and then crossed the office space to the living room and joined them. She settled into her green rocker and rested her feet on the matching footstool.

“We should be able to get them out by the weekend.” She glanced toward the window. “The girls are working on dinner, and we could use to chop some more fire wood.”

Mary eyed the glass. From the couch, she could see the peaks of three tents. Fairy bodies blurred past in little flashes of color. Between the vagrant Fey and all the Dancers camping in the yard, they had more mouths to feed than most restaurants.

“How’s our little friend?” Jess asked.

Mary pulled back one side of her over-shirt. Her fairy hung from the inner pocket, clutching the fleece and hiding its face under a wing. “Not ready to come out today,” she answered. 

Sed grunted beside her. A burst of laughter from the kitchen said the cooking was in full swing. Mary frowned. Jessica’s coven mates might help out with the workload, but they were far too chatty for her taste. They reminded her of a flock of busy, fat hens.

Sed stood at the noise. She suspected he shared her opinion of the group. He gave the coffee table a sharp bump trying to maneuver around it.

“Where ya goin?” Mary asked.

“Wood.” He crossed to the door and left without further comment.

“I think he’s sweet on you.” Jessica thought everyone was sweet on someone.

Mary grunted in response and picked up another flier.

“Hand me a stack, and I’ll give you a hand.”

Mary divided a third of the pages from the tower and leaned across to hand them to Jessica. Unlike her coven members, the woman knew when to change the subject. Still, Mary could have lived with a little less conversation, period. She went back to folding, heard the flutter of paper as Jess joined the effort. For a moment, the room was blissfully silent.

“Think we can brave the news?” Jessica asked.

Some people couldn’t handle quiet. Mary nodded and tossed the woman the remote control. It was her house, after all.

The television hummed to life. A plastic blonde flashed her teeth and spoke in an excited, I’m so happy to be on TV, reporter’s voice. “These two new suicides have yet to be officially linked to the fairy’s drug, but sources have confirmed that both men were what is commonly termed, 'Dancers.' The Embassy has yet to comment on the string of—”

Jess clicked the remote and the picture folded into a line and went black.

Mary looked to the Federation for Fey Rights president and shrugged.

“I guess not.” Jess picked up another leaflet and creased it in two places. “At least, not today.”

🕷

Bev stepped out of the elevator and scowled at the empty hallway. No phones, that was the worst part. She should hear phones ringing. She turned left and headed toward the boss’ office. The place felt like a ghost town, nothing but a maze of cleaned-out desks to dodge. 

She’d managed to escape the lay-offs, though considering her current assignment, she may have made the wrong choice. Kev volunteered to go on leave, working on a book or something. Stupid kid. She snorted and reached for Nickleson’s door. Who could even consider writing after meeting Sylvia Strutmore?

“Come in, Wilson,” the Captain barked from the other side. “I’m just sitting around aging in here.”

“Sorry.” She slid inside and flopped into a chair. “It’s damned empty out there.”

Nickleson snorted for comment and pointed to the far corner. He’d relocated the floor’s coffee maker inside his office. “Grab me a refill?”

“Sure.” Bev stood back up and snagged his mug. It looked like he hadn’t washed it in at least a week. She frowned at it. “How about Styrofoam until I can clean this for you?”

“Whatever. Pour yourself some too.” He leaned back and waited until she’d brought them both back a cup. “So. Are you ready for a break from babysitting?”

“Holy crap, yes.” She sipped the coffee and waited for him to offer any alternative.

Forty-seven elves missed the gates when the borders closed, and the Embassy stepped in and put them up. They’d turned the Ambassadorial wing into a hotel for the displaced families, but emotions were high, and somebody needed to keep the peace. Bev originally saw it as an opportunity to avoid unemployment. It didn’t take her a week to realize she’d been saddled with a huge pain in the ass.

“Is it going that well?”

“Let’s see, the food is absolutely unacceptable. The rooms are both too cold and too hot, alternately, and our guests need more personal funds.”

“More money? What the hell are they doing with it?”

“Shopping. Actually, I’m with them on that one. It keeps them busy and out of my hair.”

“I’ll see what I can do. No promises.”

“Yeah. And if we can find any more Cuarry juice, that would be great.”

“No can do. How’s a substitute coming?”

“No comment.”

“Then I’m assuming you’ll welcome a little break?” He grinned. It was only a shadow of his old grin, but Bev would happily take it.

“What you got?” She leaned forward and eyed the folder on his desk.

“PD wants our input on this one.” He tapped the file, and her fingers twitched. “It seems they have a string of murders, vagrants, that fall into our territory.”

“I thought they could handle it?” Bev snarled despite herself. The cops had stepped in and pushed them aside without so much as a wave goodbye. To add insult, they’d treated the whole boggin incident like an Embassy snafu, and billed themselves as saviors. She didn’t feel too keen about helping them with shit, but if cranky elf-sitting was the only alternative—

Nickleson relinquished the file, and she dove into it. Crime scene photos. A lot of blood, something weird. “Are these hoof prints?”

“It would seem so.”

“Bodies look like the boggin damage, basically torn apart.”

“Eaten.”

“What?”

“It’s eating bits of them. Boggins didn’t do that.”

“What is it?”

“They’ve got nothing. A couple of crazies ranting about a man-horse.”

They stared across the desk at one another. Nickleson’s eyes sparkled. He knew she’d gone through Brendan’s files more times than anyone. He knew she’d remember. The tingle in her spine could be just as much fear as excitement. She didn’t care.

“A kelpie?”

“Possibly.”

“I can see why they want help.” Target practice with boggins was one thing. The typical, mundane cop wasn’t mentally prepared for a giant, man-eating horse. If anyone knew that, Bev did. “What do we want, Captain?” She guessed the Embassy’s priorities might diverge from PD at some point along the way.

“We want to help them, of course.” He smiled a less than friendly smile. “And while we’re at it, we want to find out where the damn thing came from, and what the hell it really wants.”

Bev nodded. It felt good, having real work, even if it might shred her and eat her. “I’m on it, Captain.”

“Good. Call Kevin in as well. He’s had enough time to fart around.”

She couldn’t have agreed more. A kelpie in the city, a chance to trump the PD and an escape from the bloody elves. Suddenly, her day couldn’t look any better.

🕷

The Speaker smiled and gazed down at the sea of boggins. He looked out toward the frozen valley and the ring of icy forest. The balcony railing was sheathed in thin frost. He trailed long black fingers through the cold, scraping away patterns with his claws.

Fairies circled the Tower’s crown. They had returned, as he knew they would, when his winter fell. Perhaps their numbers had been diminished slightly, but his Tower had drawn them, just as it had when the Seelie court ruled here. Things were as they should be—a halo of light floating above and an ocean of darkness below.

He watched a far off black speck growing larger. He felt the approach, knew that another of his pieces was about to slide firmly back into place. The Speaker reined in his excitement, gave no outward sign of pleasure. Still, he knew it, deep in his soul. The damage his enemies caused unraveled more with each passing day. Their unjust deeds shredded and faded away along with their arrogant corpses.

He turned from the view, parted the blood red curtains and left the balcony. The gallery within hung in veils of charcoal and crimson now. The filmy material billowed in the gust of cold air that entered with him. His blood cap attendant whipped off its hat and bowed low before him. The cap dripped a trickle of red onto the Tower floor.

Rise, the Speaker projected into the dark mind. Call the others to assemble, send someone to the gates. The blood cap stood up and turned reverent eyes to him. There is a riderless horse approaching, the Speaker continued. Allow him to pass. When I signal for you, bring him to the audience chamber.

“Yes, Lord.”

The short man scurried from the gallery. His boots clicked away down the hall outside. The Speaker smiled again, revealing the points of his teeth. A kelpie, he thought. At last, one of the heavy dark sought him out. With their allegiance his army would be complete. His red eyes flashed fire at the triumph. He must tell the court the good news.

And Sylvia. His smile twisted into a sneer. Sylvia, the Liberator, must be present. He couldn’t wait to introduce his favorite pet to the kelpies.







Chapter Three




The ride to Limbar soothed away some of the edge from her mood. Liz leaned forward over her mount’s neck and peered down the last short slope to the town below. Even from here, she could see the toll the refugees took on the town. She frowned. They didn’t come here for Limbar, and she knew it. The Seelie races came here for her, because the last shred of their rulers lived on inside her. 

Her horse danced as Laurel pulled up at their side. For a moment, Liz listened to the jingling of bits, found a pattern in the music that distracted her from her shadowed thoughts. The village below had filled to capacity and beyond. The cold swept down from the hills, and a whole world scrambled to learn how to prepare for a season they’d never experienced.

A sea of tents dotted the perimeter like a shabby, thrown together ring of canvas mushrooms that sprouted from the ground as quickly and as ominously as any fairy ring. Cooking fires smoked there, and families huddled together as best they could. They boiled and canned what they could forage, dried what meat they hunted and only nibbled on enough to sustain them through the efforts.

Would it be enough? Liz shivered and turned away. She owed them an explanation, but the story wouldn’t be well received, and she dreaded its telling. She could feel it pulsing behind her eyes. The Sidhe’s memories wanted to be heard. The Seelie court wanted to be judged by their people, had somewhere along the line come to understand what they’d done and what it meant for their world.

Not much help, though. Liz found Laurel staring at her and knew her eyes had shifted, if only just for a second. The elf’s face lit up in response, she leaned a little closer, and expectation, hope, colored her expression.

“Did you see anything?”

She meant, Marcus. Liz figured that one out early on. She shook her head. “Nothing. I’m sorry.” At least in that reference, she could tell the truth. She hadn’t seen a hint of their friend since they’d lost the Tower. Still, somehow, she knew he’d survived the Sidhe’s fall. Whether or not he remained at the Tower, however, she couldn’t say. When she tried to look there something looked back at her—something terrifying and full of righteous anger.

She turned back to Limbar, didn’t care to see Laurel’s disappointment. The time had come for answers. She needed to tell them what she knew, but first they needed to visit a terrified town, grill the latest refugees for information and beg supplies for the tower. It didn’t make her feel any better that the town would give them anything she asked, would give her anything, even if it meant going without.

Her temples throbbed again, and she clenched her jaw against the pressure. She’d tell them soon. The time had come, no matter how much it scared her. She’d tell them, and then they could decide what to do with the story. And if the repercussions turned out anything like she imagined, gods help them all.

🕷

The kelpie knelt against the stones, a slick, black beauty and muscle for his command. The Speaker smiled and shifted in the throne. Across the room, he heard the Liberator whimper. At his back, his court waited. He could feel the hum of their excitement coursing through his own veins. He heard their minds murmur.

“Rise, Tanton, leader amongst kelpies.” The Speaker’s finger twitched a gesture, and the huge kelpie stood, regarded him with its great arching neck lowered. “I am very pleased.”

“We are ready to serve.” The kelpie growled thunder in its long throat. “And ready for our revenge.”

“In time.” The Speaker stood and waved for his Vision. “Now, let us see how the Sidhe’s children are faring.” The Vision slid to his elbow, and her heat caressed the bare skin of his arms. He smiled for her, spared a touch against her arm and commanded, “See!”

Her ebony head tilted sharply back, and her eyes fogged and went blind. The Speaker placed his fingers at her temples and pressed his will forward, controlling her, steering her gift. He caught flashes of the scenes he passed, tiny battles between his people, the Unseelie people, and the gnomes and trolls that held them imprisoned in their memories.

His blood caps mainly drifted through the Fey woods, intent on ambushing their long captors. The boggins all ran to the Tower, to him. Of course, their fairy jailors had as well. He smiled and pushed further. The kelpies, as Tanton claimed, gathered together, following their latent herd instinct. They’d managed to kill a few trolls in the process, but primarily sought out one another. Now they waited at the forest’s edge for Tanton’s return, for orders from the Tower.

He’d felt them all already. What he needed to know lay beyond the woods, beyond the bolt-holes where a few gnomes and trolls hid away from the wrath of their counterparts. He needed to see the elves. The Vision trembled under his hand. Her limits were close. He stretched her and felt her sigh and push her gifts to please him.

The elvin capital lay to the southwest. He imagined the Sidhe’s children sheltered there, in the heart of their territory. What would they think? Would the babes turn to their true master as well, or would they follow the lies of the Seelie traitors? He felt them, the chosen ones, lost and searching for a new hand to cling to. The Vision called out as he drove her onward, her body shuddering with the effort.

“Almost there,” he soothed. “Almost.”

The connection stretched taut, and he felt her waver. He caught an impression of the capital city, of the elves hunkered and afraid and exactly as he’d hoped to find them. Then something shimmered in the distance, a speck of light, the signature of a familiar enemy. An impossible sign.

He shifted, turned her focus away from the elves and followed that trace like a bloodhound. It had to be a lie. Nothing remained of the Seelie Sidhe. His long fingers flexed at the memory. He’d seen to it personally.

He raced for it, the tiny star that reeked of his foe. He pressed forward and heard his Vision whimper. The star flickered and went out. The Speaker growled and tightened his grip. Flesh pinched under his nails, but the star remained absent. He pulled back in defeat, and rage thundered in his veins. How could the Seelie remain?

The Speaker turned inside the Vision’s mind. He circled the capital and peered into the swirl of images. In all directions he saw his victory, the Unseelie dominance over a world devoid of their counterparts. He knew better than to trust in that. Somewhere, that glimmer of Seelie power lingered. They’d hidden it, had cast off a piece of themselves for—what purpose?

He let his grip loosen, had nearly released the Vision when a second light flared. He dove on it this time, felt the rush of blurred distance as the Vision rose to obey him again. This time, the land swept away from the capital, swerved north toward the mountains. He felt it there, the Seelie power, but he would have sworn it tasted different this time, tainted, less than pure.

Still, it glowed there, right at the edge of the peaks and bold as brass. This light didn’t falter when he found it. It didn’t know enough to fear his scrutiny. It didn’t know enough to hide. He looked without obstacle. The Speaker examined, and he understood.

He released the Vision, and the Sidhe’s body slumped forward. The Speaker gathered her in three of his arms, using the last to stroke her hair. She’d recover. She’d served him well enough to earn a rest. He turned to Tanton and pressed his will outward again. The big kelpie knelt at his feet.

“Take your herd to the elvin capital.” He wove his fingers through the Vision’s hair and smiled. “Gather the blood caps first and take half the boggins. Raze the city, but leave as many elves alive as possible.”

“Leave them alive?” Tanton dared to look up. “Why?”

The Speaker let go of his Vision, and her body slid to the floor. He stepped one pace toward the kelpie and raised his eyebrows.

“Your pardon.” The kelpie dropped its head to the tiles.

“Yes,” The Speaker touched the silky forelock, let his fingers wind through the long, black horse hair. “I don’t answer to you, Tanton, or to anyone.”

“M’Lord.”

“Understand this. I want the elves spared whenever possible.”

“Yes, M’Lord.”

The Speaker sighed. He’d be lucky if a single elf survived. “Go, Tanton.” He waved him away. “Take the city, and take my message to the survivors. The Tower still stands, and the Sidhe still expect their loyalty.”

The elves would decide for themselves. He couldn’t change that any more than he could ease the bloodlust in the kelpie’s veins. Justice would define itself in the end. He had more pressing concerns. The Seelie Sidhe hadn’t gone to their deaths as willingly as he’d been led to believe. A spark remained—maybe two sparks—and that, he would need to deal with himself.

He scowled at the unconscious Vision. He’d require her help again, but she’d need time to regain her strength. In the meantime, whatever fragment of the Seelie’s power hid in the northern mountains would have to wait.

🕷

Marcus heard the egg scream. He struggled awake, covering his ears against the sound. Light flashed to his left where the Sidhe treasure nestled in its stone hollow. The egg. He shook off the last whisper of sleep, and his head cleared. The egg screamed.

He rolled over and crawled to the nest. The colors that should have swirled inside the crystal had gone dark, flickering like prismatic shadows. The sound reached his ears, existed as an audible noise. The Sidhe treasure had never made a noise before. Inside his mind the familiar hum blurred and skittered out of reach.

He placed his hands around it, and the instant he made contact the hum exploded. Terror, uncontrollable terror, flooded his mind. He felt the fear in his bones. Words flashed too quickly to pin down. He caught only a few: hide, coming, hide.

His hands drew the egg closer. He cradled it to his body, and the colors brightened. He stroked it, muttered reassurances until the scream fell silent. The hum stilled, and the egg slept again.

Marcus felt his chest heaving. His shirt stuck to his sweaty skin. He held the egg tighter and let his breathing settle. Nightmares, he thought. Every child has nightmares. He let his eyes rise to the paintings around the room. Who could blame her, his egg? The Sidhe’s hiding place, the cave where they waited for gods knew what, was lined with monsters.

They stared at him from every direction with bright, fiery red eyes.







Chapter Four




“The little ones are up to something.” Mary followed her into the kitchen. “They’re plotting.” 

“The fairies?” Jessica set her mug down beside the sink and stared out the tiny window. A village of multi-colored tents sprawled across her lawn, spilling into her garden and threatening to encroach on her private ritual space. “What do you mean?”

She watched three streaks of color dart between the tents. A few of the Dancers sat together on the grass beside her bird bath. Behind them, at the edge of the garden, a line of fairies lighted on the hedge surrounding her circle. Jess frowned at them, lined up like birds on a wire. Maybe there was something to Mary’s theory.

“Do you know what it is?”

“No. But my little one has joined in on it.” Mary’s voice caught. She let a hint of emotion slip through.

It would be hard for her when the fairy left. Jess wondered if she understood yet, if she realized the inevitable. Whatever wounds that particular fairy carried couldn’t keep it from its kind and its nature for long. Even now, Jess noticed the creature spent less and less time tucked away inside Mary’s jacket.

“Liz would know.” She watched the Dancers without really seeing them. “They’d tell her all about it.”

“How’s that going, then?” Mary crossed to the table and started collecting dishes. “Where are the hens?”

Jess curbed a chuckle at Mary’s preferred term for her coven mates. “I sent them after some donations. There’s an army surplus store I’m hoping to talk out of a few tents and cots.”

“Good idea.”

“I think I’ll try for Liz again.” She squinted at the hedge and the line of miniature Fey. The crowd had grown in just the few minutes she’d watched. “There has to be some way to contact her.”

“Sed’s trying.” Mary plopped a stack of saucers beside the sink and followed her gaze to the garden. “He’ll bring more books back this trip.”

“I appreciate it.” She turned from the view and eyed the mess. “Do you need some help with this?”

“I got it. I could use to keep busy.”

Mary had taken on a lion’s share of the duties already, but Jess understood the woman’s meaning. They all felt better when they could at least pretend to be productive. She nodded and headed for the back door.

The basket of tools waiting in the garden shed remembered First Crossing. Jess lifted it and felt the tingle of stored energy. The wicker may have frayed in places, but for this work, the old basket fit perfectly. She carried it through the tents, winding between Ren-faire pavilions, two-man dome tents and even one tee-pee donated by a sister coven that leaned toward Shamanism. All of them housed Dancers who didn’t know what else to do but follow the fairies and hope for a miracle.

Sad. The whole situation made her want to cry. Still, squatting on her lawn and waiting for the fairies to find a way into the Middle World beat suicide. She took pride in the fact that they hadn’t had any of those here. If only they could bring all the Dancers to her garden, then maybe she could watch the news again.

A low hedge grew around her circle. The garden path led to a break at each of the quarters, and Jess set a pillar candle in a corresponding color on each of these quarter stones. She arranged the altar, constructed from a birdbath pedestal and an old cedar tabletop, with her tools and the few items she’d scrounged up that had once belonged to Elizabeth.

She lit the candles in order, starting with the blue one on the altar, the one Liz had sent to her last Yule. She burned incense they made together years ago, and used the smoking stick to cast her circle. When she’d walked a complete circuit, she settled on the pavers in front of the altar and picked up the letter Liz had sent with the candle.

She didn’t read it. Her hands closed around the paper. She shut her eyes and tuned out the tents, the sound of chatter, and the camp smells that even the incense couldn’t cover. Liz. She visualized her friend’s face, imagined the sound of her voice and the feel of her aura.

Jessica stretched. She sent her mind forward, probed with her consciousness for a trace of familiar energy. She found nothing for her efforts. The astral blank greeted her, a wall where the borders clamped down tight. She followed it, ran along the ribbon where another world should have lived. Only dead gray space answered, only the barricade.

She heaved a sigh and let the letter flutter to her lap. Her shoulders sagged. She had to find a way through. That moron Sylvia had done it. But then, Syl had used a blood tie, had bound Brendan to her somehow. As vile as she found that, Jess might have tried it now, if she found a little of Liz’s hair lying about. Desperate times.

She opened her eyes, and her heart jolted. She held still, but let her gaze drift to either side and back. The fairies, Mary’s little ones, crowned her hedge. The perched with legs swinging and wings buzzing on every available inch of shrubbery. The ringed her in, formed a living rainbow circle with hundreds of tiny faces that stared in at her.

“Uh.” Jess didn’t possess Elizabeth’s knack with the wee folk. She couldn’t even be sure they’d understand her, but Mary had said plotting, and they needed all the help they could get. “You guys have any ideas?” She let her gaze travel the line of faces. “We could sure use a hand about now.”

The buzz turned to soft thunder as hundreds of tiny hands began to clap.

🕷

The troll stood at the door, keys in hand, when they pulled up to the curb. Bev shut off the engine and watched him for a second before getting out of the car. McAntry and the FFR claimed that the fairies “remembered” the boggins into being. Her refugee elves had even less understanding of recent events than she did. That left only one known Fey in the greater area, one Fey who was on record as assisting with their investigation, one who never even tried to go home. He looked at them for all of a second before turning back to his establishment and unlocking the entrance.

Bev almost wouldn’t have called him a troll. He had the bulk, but not the coloring. The clothes helped a bit, she supposed, but the books? She eyed the shop window, heaped with old, cloth-bound hardbacks, and shook her head. A troll that read, what was next?

Bev nodded to Kevin, and they approached together. The troll didn’t wait for them, but left the door open despite the big chunk of poster board taped to it that read: ON HIATUS. The shop lights didn’t come on either. She peered through the entrance, but saw only a wash of dust motes shimmering in the light that slanted through the front windows.

“Excuse me, hello?” She gave Kevin a look that said, “be ready” and stepped across the threshold. “Hello?”

She heard movement ahead and the sound of something heavy thunked down before he answered. “Here. C’min.”

Kevin slid around the doorframe as she stepped further into the shop. Her eyes adjusted enough to make out the counter, a long antique affair, where their troll had deposited his load of books. He stood behind them and stared down at her.

“I’m looking for Sed. That’s you, yes?”

“Yes.”

“We need to ask you a few questions.”

“Yes.”

“Right. Thanks.”

Kevin moved to the nearest row end and craned his head back to take in the towering bookshelves. “That’s a lot of books.”

“This is my partner, Kevin.” Bev smile at Sed, and he grunted in response. “We work for the Embassy.” His expression shifted in recognition. It softened around the edges.

“Drink?” He stood up and turned his back on her, stepping toward an open archway in the back wall.

“No. I’m fine, thanks.” She hadn’t dealt with trolls in awhile, but knew enough not to panic when he just walked away. She shrugged at Kevin, and waited. Sed’s footsteps rattled across the hardwood, and she heard a fridge open. “What do you think?” She waved a hand to indicate the establishment, obviously focused on literary pursuits. “Interesting troll, eh?”

“Yeah. I didn’t really buy it when I read the report.”

“Neither did I.”

“He doesn’t really look—”

Sed reappeared carrying a pitcher-sized mug in one hand and another stack of books in the other. He set them both down and turned an expectant look on Bev.

“Right. We have a few questions.”

“Said that.”

“Of course. It’s just that there’s been a string of murd—is that Cuarry juice?”

The smell coming off his mug overpowered her inquiry. It smelled like Cuarry, and Bev needed Cuarry like nobody’s business.

“No.” The troll stared at his drink. She waited, let him process. She could see the brain working behind that big forehead. “Substitute,” he finished.

“A substitute?”

He nodded.

“For Cuarry juice?”

“Yes.”

“Is it any good?” She held her breath. They’d tried how many different juice combinations, and received nothing but turned up noses in response? Sed lifted the mug and sniffed the contents. Then he held it out for her to inspect. She leaned forward and gave it a good inhale. Her eyes widened. “Where did you get this?”

“Make it.”

“How? What’s in it?” She pressed him too quickly, and his brow lowered. His eyes rolled to the side and he stared back at the archway. Bev shot Kevin a quick thumbs up. She forced herself to breathe and wait patiently.

“Pomegranate.” The troll ticked off a finger and went back to processing. After another minute he added. “Cranberry.”

She sighed. They’d tried that, though maybe they’d just missed on the proportions.

“Pineapple.”

“Wait. They don’t—the elves don’t like pineapple. It hurts their mouths.”

Kevin snorted, and the troll glanced up. His mouth curled at one end and he held up two fingers, pressed them close together. “Just a little.”

“Right. Just a little.” Bev grinned. “Anything else?”

“Grendel.” The troll nodded firmly.

She gathered his list was done. “Grendel? I’m not familiar with that one.”

He stood up again, disappeared back through the arch without comment. Bev leaned over and gave the mug a good sniff again. It smelled right. It looked right. If it didn’t taste right, she’d be in real danger of assaulting a few extra picky elves.

The bottle in Sed’s hand when he returned gave her a chuckle. She’d know that label anywhere. “Grenadine,” she pointed at the red syrup. “Of course.”

“Grendel.” Sed smiled. “Sweet.”

“Can you get us a recipe?”

He nodded his head, but stared at her without moving. She waited. He waited. Finally, Kevin cleared his throat behind her.

“Right. We had a few questions.” Bev shrugged and smiled an apology. The Cuarry problem had haunted her for more than a few weeks now. “About this kelpie.”

The troll stood up. He growled low in his throat, and the counter trembled. Bev could feel the vibrations through the floorboards. None of that bothered her as much as the look on Sed’s face. She saw fear there. She saw fear and something else—shame.

The big shoulders sagged and he nodded without looking at her directly. “S’mine.” He sighed and the window rattled. “I did it.”








