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      It was seven o’clock on the summer solstice, and the sun wouldn’t set for another few hours. The air was already starting to cool, though, and I shivered as a breeze hit the drying sweat on my arms. I settled back into my porch swing with my pizza and beer and gazed at the newly chain-sawed hedge in front of me.

      My beer slipped out of my hand, and I barely caught it before it hit the ground.

      The hedge was gazing back.

      Whoever it was, they were too tall to be one of the neighbor kids pranking me. My heart rate accelerated until it felt like it was beating in my throat. My skin, which moments before had been covered by goosebumps, flushed hot, and the scene in front of me briefly swam in my vision. I took a deep breath, then another. It might not be Jeremy from next door, but it was probably nothing. Just a prank.

      I forced bravado into my voice. “I can see you. Come out or I’ll call the police.”

      A tall figure glided onto my lawn and bowed with dramatic flourish. “Your powers of perception are indeed amazing, Ms. Morgan.”

      “Who are you, and why were you in Hedge Antilles?” I tried to keep my voice from wobbling but wasn’t sure how successful I was.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Hedge Antilles?”

      I knew he was trying to deflect, but I almost never slipped and revealed my plants’ punny names in front of friends, much less strangers. Just because I didn’t have pets or children didn’t mean I shouldn’t be allowed to bestow amusing names on living things.

      “Just answer the questions.” My heart rate was starting to resume its normal pace, and I relaxed infinitesimally. The answers didn’t seem as important as they had a few moments ago. My Serenity Now! sign must’ve finally kicked in.

      “It was remiss of me not to introduce myself immediately. My name is Jonathan Deacon.” He bowed again.

      “The bowing is a bit melodramatic, Mr. Deacon.” I tried to rekindle my fear—it seemed to be the most useful emotion right now. A spark of it lit up, and I grabbed it.

      “Please, call me Jonathan. May I call you Eleanor?”

      “No. Why were you in my hedge? How do you know my name? What do you want?”

      “So many questions! I would be delighted to answer them all for you, but I think we’d be more comfortable in your living room.”

      “I don’t. I don’t invite peeping Toms into my house.”

      “That’s not true. You invited Finnegan Byrne into your home a couple hours after meeting him at a bar, and not just for a chat.”

      I schooled my features so I wouldn’t show a reaction. Something was wrong, but I couldn’t put a finger on it. Creepers were always a bit scary, but the fear that kept crawling around my brain getting squashed by either false bravado or a cotton-wool soporific was more than just “scary man in the dark.” Maybe if I kept him talking—at a distance—I’d figure things out. “Answer my questions or get the fuck out of here.”

      “You are in no position to make demands, Ms. Morgan,” he whispered into my ear. I jumped backwards at his sudden and inexplicable proximity, pinning myself against my front door. “I’m sure you don’t want any trouble.”

      “What are you?” I shrieked, trying to scramble around him.

      “Your worst nightmare, and the one who will claim the bounty.” He grabbed my hair and yanked my head back. “I’ve never drunk a fairy before. This should be excellent.”

      I screamed as his teeth elongated into fangs, then thrust my knee into his groin, smashed my mostly empty beer bottle over his head, and grabbed his arm and attempted to throw him off me. His grip was unyielding, even as he bent double.

      “I could’ve made this pleasant for you, Princess,” he snarled. “Now, however, this will hurt.”

      My knee stopped moving inches from a second groin attack. I was paralyzed.

      He lowered his mouth towards my neck. I whimpered as his teeth broke my skin and searing hot pain coursed through my veins. Before he’d had more than a swallow, the pain abruptly ceased, and he dissolved in front of me. The particulates in the air slowly fell to the ground in a pile of dust and ash.

      Finnegan Byrne, my best—and only—friend, stood on the other side of the vampire who’d just ceased to be, laurel stake in his hand and shit-eating grin on his face. “Good thing you had all this wood around.” He dropped the stake when I kicked him in the shin. “Ow! What the hell? I saved your life!”

      “What are you doing here? Are you another stalker like this…” I struggled with the word before spitting out, “whatever the fuck this is? How did you know my life needed saving?”

      “Vampire?”

      “Not funny, Finn.”

      “Bloodsucker, leech, sanguinarian, hemovore. You know, a fancy phlebotomist…a fangy asshole.”

      “Stop. You’re missing the point. How did you know I needed saving?”

      “You called me.”

      “I did not. I didn’t have a chance.”

      “We’re…connected. When you screamed in fear, I came. I’ll always come to help if I’m able. This was just the first time I’d heard you scream since…how long has it been again?”

      “Not the time, Finn. It’s never the time. I was just attacked by a motherfucking vampire who knew my name, called me Princess, and said there was a bounty on my head. What. The. Fuck?”

      Finn shoved his hands in his pockets, then pulled out a handkerchief and handed it to me. “For your neck.” He stared at the ground and avoided meeting my eyes. “I have something to tell you, and you’re not going to believe me.”

      “What do you mean, you have something to tell me? Something relevant to this?” I waved, rather wildly, at the pile of ashes scattered around me. My mind was going back and forth between seeking out that blanket of comfortable numbness that assured me everything was going to be just fiiiiiiine and grabbing onto a panic so powerful I wanted to flee the scene—maybe the city and state, too. I’m sure Fiji was nice this time of year.

      “I’ve had this conversation a hundred times in my head, but now that it’s time, I’m not sure how to begin.” Finn tugged on one of his ears and stared at a fixed point above my head.

      I crossed my arms and glared. “You said we’re inexplicably connected, so you’ve already started. Why don’t you head back to the beginning and continue on from there?” Anger was starting to seep in between the numbness and the panic. The tips of my ears were hot enough to burst into flames.

      Finn cleared his throat. “Ellie, can you calm down? Or take a couple deep breaths or something? You’re upsetting the hedge.”

      My mouth dropped open. “I’m upsetting the hedge? I don’t even know which word to emphasize in that sentence.”

      “Look.”

      I turned my attention to the hedge I’d spent hours trimming. It’d grown almost thirty feet in the last few minutes. “What the hell is going on? How is that my fault?”

      Finn closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “You’re a fairy.”

      “That’s what the…vampire said, too. I don’t understand.”

      “Magic, vampires, fairies—everything you read in your childhood books is real. The Fae—fairies—were locked away in their land a thousand years ago. It’s a kind of…parallel universe. The gates between our worlds were sealed up with magic, and only a few holes were left.”

      “I don’t understand those words in that order.”

      “You were sent here from the Fae plane so that when the magical barriers began to weaken, you’d be here to open the doors, allowing the Fae access to this world again. Your sole purpose is to be here at this place and time with enough royal power to fulfill the prophecies.”

      “I was ‘sent’ here? What about my parents? Were they my parents? Am I a changeling like in Spenser’s ‘The Faerie Queene?’ Is there a human somewhere who should’ve been raised by my folks?”

      “Your human parents were good people who desperately wanted a child but couldn’t conceive. It’s a fairy tale in every sense of the word. You needed to be immersed in this world, to appear human and to not give yourself away by drawing on your power. You needed to be ordinary. You were left on their doorstep with a note and a check, and they raised you like their own. They were your parents.”

      “Holy crap. I’m like Harry Potter! Did they know who I was?”

      “All they knew was that you needed a home.” Finn ran his hand through his red hair, making it stand up in little spikes. “I know it sounds weird and impossible, but look at your hedge and the vampire.” He gestured at the pile of dust at my feet. “You’re magic, and the kind that’s not often seen on earth. The Fae take their prophecies very seriously—that’s the only way they’d send the heir out unprotected to be raised by humans. We value our children, but not as much as we value power. Once you open all the gates, the boundaries will fall, and the Fae can once again freely access this land.”

      His words punched through me and sat heavy in my gut. I couldn’t tell if I was about to cry or puke or both. None of this could be true. It didn’t make sense. Fairy tales weren’t real, and even if they were, I was not part of them. I was Eleanor Morgan, data entry specialist and avid gardener. I had more hobbies than friends. I was not the heroine of some great tale.

      “This is ridiculous. I’m having another beer.” I went inside, grabbed a beer, and went back out to the porch where Finn was sitting on the swing.

      “Feel better?” he asked.

      “No.” I paced while I sipped my beer until I’d calmed down enough to sit down next to Finn. “Joke’s over. How’d you do it? How did you fuck with the hedge and arrange the stab and poof with the creepy dude?”

      “Ellie, I wish I had more time to explain what was going on. I wish you could adjust over years instead of a day, but you can’t. I’ll start with what you need to know and do my best to fill in the blanks as we move forward. It’s my job to guide you through this process, to help you find the gates, and to be a resource as you learn more about your powers and your people.”

      I put the bottle down slowly. “Step back from the pompous lecture. We’ve known each other for years. You’ve had time. More importantly and exponentially creepier, if I’m your ‘job,’ then it wasn’t chance we met when I moved here after my parents died. You orchestrated that meeting. I took you home the night we met and was surprised when we kept running into each other. It wasn’t a coincidence; it was part of a convoluted plot so you could keep an eye on me. That is a violation of everything, Finn. Everything. How can I trust anything you say at this point? You lied to get into my bed and lied for years after. You pretended to be my friend this whole time!” I blinked rapidly to dash away the tears of fury that had formed in my eyes. I hated being an angry crier.

      “It’s not like that, Ellie. I swear,” Finn said, holding out his hands in supplication. He didn’t quite make eye contact with me, and his persistent gaze on my forehead made me feel like I’d missed a spot the last time I washed my face. “I did seek you out when you moved here,” he continued. “I knew who and what you were. Going home with you was not part of my plan. Sleeping with you was not part of my job description. It was more of a bonus.”

      “Are you fucking kidding? Did you refer to fucking me as a job bonus? At least I put an end to that long ago.” Red, hot anger was brewing in my chest, and fists formed at my sides. We’d been friends for years, and regardless of his feelings for me now, he’d used a lie and my goodwill to creep into my life. Every time he’d joked about us being a couple, every time I’d called him when I was lonely and needed a friend, every time we’d shared pizza and beer—it was all based on a lie.

      “No! No, definitely not. I meant that you’re amazing! I like you, and regardless of why we met, I still want to be your friend, more than friends if you’ll let me.”

      It was the same refrain he’d been singing since I’d changed our relationship from “friends with benefits” to “friends only.” I couldn’t reciprocate his feelings, so I’d ended it. He’d wanted to stay friends, but that hadn’t stopped him from trying to talk his way back into my bed, and presumably from there into my heart, ever since.

      I couldn’t deal with the emotional backlash from him and the sea of emotions I was drowning in with everything he’d just told me. Part of me wondered if this was some elaborate ploy to win me back, but then I remembered the vampire. I shuddered, and the tug of war between tears and vomit was leaning towards the latter at this point.

      “Finn, I’m tired. It’s been a long day. I’m willing to believe that something is going on, and it appears that I’m involved somehow, but I’m bleeding from the neck, I’m exhausted, and I don’t want any alternate realities at this point.” I handed him back his blood-stained handkerchief, which he took with the tips of his thumb and forefinger.

      “Of course. We’ll talk tomorrow. I’ll stay in the guest room in case you need me.”

      “The fuck you will,” I objected. The pile of ash on my porch was a visual reminder that I might need protection, but I didn’t want it from Finn.

      “He won’t be the last. There is a bounty on your head—not everyone wants the gates to open,” Finn said, looking up at me from underneath his red eyelashes in a way he clearly thought was endearing, but that I considered punchable.

      I looked back down at the ashes. “Fine. I wasn’t prepared for a vampire attack, and I’m sure I’m not prepared for anything else. Come in.”

      I locked the door behind Finn and asked, “Do you need anything?”

      “No, I’m good.” He did the puppy-dog from hell eyes at me again.

      “Perfect.” I climbed the stairs and closed my bedroom door firmly behind me.
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        * * *

      

      I’d forgotten to close the curtains on my east-facing window, so I woke with the sun. I rubbed my eyes and stumbled downstairs, following the aroma of freshly brewed coffee. Finn stood at the stove, flipping pancakes. “Good morning,” he said.

      I didn’t answer, although I did take his peace offering of breakfast.

      When I’d finished eating, I took my coffee to the porch. I sat in the middle of the porch swing to make it perfectly obvious he was not welcome to join me. He sat on the railing across from me and opened his mouth.

      “Wait.” I held up one finger to silence him. “Let me have one more moment.” I took a sip of coffee and side-eyed Hedge Antilles. It was twenty feet taller than it had been last night. I turned back to Finn. “Okay. I have a few questions I’d like covered, and then we can get through the things you’d like to say.”

      Finn nodded. “That sounds reasonable. What do you want to know?”

      I ticked off my questions on my fingers. “One—who and/or what are you? Two—if I’m a fairy and the land of the Fae is locked down, how did I get here? Three—vampires? Seriously? What else should I worry about? Werewolves? Sorcerers? Are there unicorns? Four—gates? Opening? Explain.”

      I held out my thumb, looked at it, then looked at Finn. “I guess that’s it for now. Go.”

      “You know who I am. I’m Finnegan Byrne. I’m Irish. Ish.”

      I interrupted, “Irishish? That’s a lot of ish. You don’t sound Irish.” I leaned forward, balancing my elbows on my knees, and stared at him. His tone was wrong—he was definitely hiding something.

      Finn laughed. “I didn’t live in Ireland for long, comparatively. To answer your second question…”

      “Oh, no. You don’t get away that easily!” I leaned back and crossed my arms over my chest. “You missed the ‘what are you’ part of the question. I know you’re not exactly human since you sensed when I was scared and showed up in time to save me.”

      “Can’t pull one over on you, can I? I’m also Fae. Kind of an exile. My mother was Fae, and my father was Irish. She snuck through a hole in the border and met my father. It was either a grand romance or a terrible one-night stand, depending on her mood when she was telling the story. When I was born so obviously part human, she came to this plane permanently. I was contacted when they needed someone familiar with the human world to keep an eye on you.”

      My mouth hung open a bit. Finn reached forward and pushed it closed. “I came to Portland when you did, but things didn’t go as planned. I found myself buying you a drink instead of watching from the shadows, and you know what happened after that.” He winked, and I curled my lip. There was no amount of charm that would cause me to forgive him this quickly.

      “Okay, fine. You’re half-fairy because your mother walked through a hole in the boundary—more than once, apparently. If there are holes, why do they need me? Can’t they map the holes and come and go as they please?”

      “There are doors, but there aren’t many, and they’re fewer every year. The more they’re used, the less likely they are to be there next time. When a door is found, it’s guarded to ensure it’s only used for critical business—like sending through the fairy princess who was prophesied to save the world. Unlawful use of a portal can carry the death sentence.”

      The more he explained, the more ridiculous things sounded. I kept expecting to wake up or find out I was the victim of an elaborate practical joke. But even though it was completely insane, I did have the reputation of having weird things happen around me all the time. I was the bane of the IT department because they had to replace my computer a couple times a year when the motherboard would fizzle out. I couldn’t wear a watch, compasses went haywire when I held them, and after the fire department had to be called both times I’d fallen asleep in front of my fireplace, I’d given up hanging around open flames.

      “Princess?”

      “That’s not an official title on the Fae plane, but it serves. There are two realms, the Dark and the Light. Your father is the king of the Light Sidhe. You are his only heir.”

      “Do you know him? What’s he like?”

      “The only time I met him was when he selected me for this mission. He’s ruled for centuries and is well-respected, as far as I know. I don’t know much else about him.”

      “Why send royalty? Wouldn’t a commoner be more disposable in case something went wrong?”

      “That is awfully classist, but that wouldn’t have worked anyway. Royalty isn’t an accident of birth—at least not the way it is here. Royalty is determined by the amount of power you have, and they needed someone of extraordinary power to open these gates.”

      I digested that information. My royal rank probably didn’t matter. I couldn’t imagine who I’d impress, anyway. It’s not like my boss or my neighbors or the number forty-four bus driver would treat me any differently if they found out I was a bona fide princess. At least not different in a way I’d enjoy.

      Finn pushed forward, “What was next?”

      “Vampires? Werewolves? Witches? Unicorns?”

      “You saw the vampire. They drink blood and eschew sunlight. A stake through the heart—either wooden or silver—or beheading are the only ways to kill them. I understand immolation is effective, but it’s pretty hard to get them to stand still long enough. Garlic isn’t a deterrent, they have reflections, and as far as I know, they can’t fly. They can hypnotize humans into doing things they might not want to, like acting like a walking juice box and then forgetting it, but they won’t have that power over you. Most of their daytime activities and errands are carried out by Renfields—humans who are both snack and servant to the vampire. The Renfields drink a little vampire blood regularly, which prolongs their lives and ties them to the bloodsucker. They are a little stronger than a regular human, but don’t have any special powers other than as spies.” He paused and took a deep breath.

      “Werewolves are a yes, although not just wolves. There are shifters of all species, although they are usually predators. I don’t believe any of them are bound to change during a full moon unless they’re being pretentious about it.

      “Witches—yes and no. There are people who can do what you would consider magic. You’ll be able to do magic, but you’re not a witch. Witch is generally considered a derogatory term to denote someone of little power or bad intent. Those who are of this world and can do magic call themselves mages, practitioners, or, if they’re headed towards the Dark Side, sorcerers. Never, ever call them wizards unless you want pubic lice. Trust me. Gandalf isn’t as much of a role model as you’d think.

      “As for unicorns, I’ve never seen one, but that doesn’t mean a whole lot. I haven’t spent much time wandering around on the Fae Plane, and who knows what sorts of creatures abide there?”

      I leaned forward and forgot all about my coffee. “This is insane. If that damned hedge wasn’t growing in front of my eyes, and I hadn’t seen you stake a vampire last night, I wouldn’t believe it.” I tilted my head to one side. “Maybe I’m suffering from a psychotic break.”

      “You’re not psychotic—at least not any more than usual.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Now I want to talk about what comes next.”

      Finn stood up and stretched, then settled into a cross-legged position on the porch. He looked up at me long enough for me to become uncomfortable. I sighed and moved over so he could sit next to me.

      “During the last great supernatural war, the vampires, practitioners, and shifters buried old enmities and joined together to force the Fae off Earth and back to their own plane. The mages, using the power they were able to raise from the other supernaturals, slammed close the gates that had allowed easy travel between planes. Those gates have moved over the years, but there have always been eight—one for each of the Pagan High Holidays. They are currently scattered around North America, although I don’t know exactly where.”

      “Why are they here? Shouldn’t they be in Europe?”

      “The magic is younger and stronger here, and the great gates have never been opened in North America; they don’t have to fight directly against the magic that keeps them closed.

      “You need to open them in a specific order on certain days—the old pagan holidays which were taken from the Fae when they were worshiped as gods. Only a full-blooded Fae with strong connections to both worlds can open them. You’re connected to the Fae Plane through virtue of your birth and this world through virtue of your life. The final gate will open on Midsummer a year from now.”

      “A year? This is going to take a year?” I blinked rapidly and then punched Finn as hard as I could. I’d been wanting to do that since last night.

      Finn rubbed his shoulder. “Yes. You’re Fae, so you’ll live a lot longer than the average human. In the grand scheme of our lives, a year isn’t long.”

      “How long is longer than average?”

      “Forever, more or less. Provided you aren’t killed, you’re practically immortal. I’m only half Fae, so I’ll probably age and die eventually.”

      “How old are you, Finn?”

      He looked down. “Older than you. Does it matter?”

      “Right now, it does. How old?”

      “About 450.”

      “This keeps getting weirder and weirder.” I sighed, looked for my coffee, and rubbed my eyes. “What exactly happens if I open the gates? And what happens if I pretend this never happened and go back to my regular life?”

      “To answer your first question, I’ve been told that nothing much will change for humans. They might not even notice a difference. The Fae will be free to travel between worlds freely as once they did. Some might come live here, in the regions in which they are most comfortable. Most would likely stay on their plane but would have access to resources they don’t currently, like precious metals and stones, but this world has so much iron that few would feel comfortable setting up permanent residence.”

      “Then what’s the point?” I asked. I had that same niggling feeling like he was…if not lying to me, at least not showing me the whole truth.

      “Balance,” Finn said. “With the planes closed off, there can be no balance. They were meant to exist in symbiosis, and with the gates closed, Earth is closed off from the magic that keeps it alive. This world needs the Fae magic to help eliminate the environmental imbalances that have sprung up since the Industrial Revolution.”

      “And what’s in it for the Fae? No way are they saving Earth out of a sense of altruistic balance.” I put as much scorn as I had at my disposal into my voice. I didn’t want him to start thinking he could get away with this shit.

      “The Fae need contact with this world to renew their own magic and bring balance to the universe. Balance is very important to the Fae,” Finn replied, smiling at me with so much sincerity I almost let myself believe him.

      “Bullshit, Obi-Wan.” I rolled my eyes.

      “I only know what I’ve been told,” Finn protested. “I didn’t grow up at court, and I’m not privy to their secrets. When the Light King tells you what to do and why, it’s hard to think of a hundred clarifying questions.”

      “Fine. That sounds logical enough. The Fae have reasons of their own they haven’t shared with you, but it’s likely more than balance and renewing their magic in a world with little magic that motivates them.” I huffed and changed the subject. “What’s the deal with the iron?”

      “Iron is to Fae as silver is to vampires and werewolves. Iron and the industrial revolution are what gave the factions opposing the Fae enough power to finally push them out. It burns—you’ll want to avoid being shackled or stabbed with iron.”

      “I kind of think that’s a given.”

      “If you’re stabbed with a silver blade, it’ll hurt, but unless it’s a solid hit, you’ll recover quickly. An iron blade would fester and weaken you, making recovery less likely and more difficult.”

      “Can I be killed by bullets?”

      “Yes, but it’ll usually take a direct shot to the heart or the brain to kill you before your body can heal the damage. I mean, I wouldn’t want to test an iron bullet and a gut shot, but if the bullet was removed from your body, you should recover.”

      “Oh. Okay.” I cataloged this in the things I needed to remember but couldn’t currently process. “And if I say no?”

      “The magic is flowing, and nothing can stop it. My understanding is that the gates are the only controlled way to let the magic into this world; without them, it’ll find every nook and cranny and burst through, flooding this world with wild magic and destroying anything in its wake it doesn’t understand. It’s the difference between a controlled sluice gate and a bursting dam.”

      “What do you mean, anything it doesn’t understand?”

      “Technology discovered after the wild magic was pushed out. Computers, the internet, electricity… Humans have lived without those things before, so it’s possible that everything will be fine.

      “Either way, you’re a target. You’ve been identified through stories and prophecy as the catalyst, the world-breaker⁠—”

      “How? Who identified me? How do the bad guys know who I am? And what does ‘world-breaker’ mean?”

      “There have been rumors for years that the world-breaker—the Fae destined to open the gates and change the course of history—was in Portland, but until the magic started breaking through over the last month, you looked ordinary. Now—to those who have the ability to see beyond the mundane—you…glow. The magic recognized you, and no matter what, you’ll never be the same. You won’t age—you’ll always look thirty-four.”

      “This seems like the kinda thing you could’ve mentioned last night,” I pointed out. I was angry again. Beyond angry. Furious. The azalea bush in front of me put on at least six inches while I glared at it.

      “You weren’t ready last night,” Finn said, sounding eminently reasonable and simultaneously full of shit.

      I took a deep breath. This wouldn’t work if I ascribed bad intent to everything he said. He was right—I was too upset to listen to reason last night. If he was only telling me now, there must be a very good reason for it. I tried smiling. It didn’t feel right, but I kept it up anyway.

      “Who’re the bad guys?” I asked. Smiling. My cheeks hurt.

      “There are groups of supernaturals who aren’t interested in changing the status quo. The Fae were not always nice. They occasionally killed for no reason, and they kidnapped mage babies to keep as magical slaves. Overall, they were a pain in the ass. That is enough reason to not want this world accessible to scads of Fae again, is it not? The supernaturals here worked hard to rid the plane of most Fae and do not care about balance or the environment enough to make that change. Some are excited about the return of the wild magic, but others would prefer to keep things the way they are. You’ll have almost as many allies as enemies among the magical folk of Earth.”

      It made sense, and I could tell by the set of Finn’s jaw that I wouldn’t get more from him right now. I wasn’t going to let this go, though. If there was opposition, I needed to understand it to make sure I wasn’t the bad guy. Kidnapping and enslaving societies did not deserve the benefit of the doubt. “So, you’re saying I have no choice?”

      “You have a choice. You can refuse, but I don’t think you’ll be allowed to return to your life. You were put here with a purpose, and if you refuse to fulfill it, you’ll lose the protection I can offer. The Fae, especially the old ones, are not known for their compassion.”

      “My choices, then, are to open the gates and bring down a barrier that was erected centuries ago for what sounds like excellent reasons or don’t and watch the world destroyed under a barrage of uncontrolled magic? Not great choices.”

      I drew my legs into my chest and rested my head on my knees. I was sweaty and clammy at the same time, and both my pulse and my muscles were jumpy. I didn’t want this. Any of this. It was too much responsibility and too much work. My breaths were shallow, and I felt like I had a lump in my throat from trying not to cry while also being sat on by a baby rhino. I slowed my breathing. This whole story was barely believable. I was a pragmatist, but Finn was asking me to believe more than six impossible things immediately after breakfast.

      Breakfast. Damnit. I shot out of the porch swing and threw up over the railing. When my stomach was empty, and the retching finally stopped, I turned around and looked at Finn. “I can’t be responsible for the end of the world as we know it.”

      “This is who you are. Either you choose to go forward with me, or you don’t. Either way, you’re making a choice.”

      I didn’t want to believe, and I didn’t want to go forward with this, but at the very least I owed it to everyone to find out if there was a way to stop the magical destruction from happening. I could do the work, find the first gate, learn to harness my powers, and still change my mind at any time. Agreeing now did not mean an iron-clad—or should that be some other metal, now that I knew I had a crazy iron allergy?—oath. There was room to change my mind if I needed to. “Fine. Let’s do this thing. Damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead and all that.”

      “The first gate has to be in Portland. You didn’t even think of moving anywhere else after college, even with nothing holding you to the region. You zeroed in on this town like it was the only reasonable place to live. I think it’s in Forest Park, which is why you spend so much time there. It calls to you. The next high holiday—Lughnasa—is in about five weeks. You have five weeks to learn everything you need to know, five weeks to get your affairs in order, and five weeks to find the gate.”
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      The weekend passed in a blur. I sorted and packed. I listed my house to rent on Craigslist. And I tried to dodge Finn’s random yet continual sneak attacks that were meant to “test my defenses” and left me bruised, battered, and jumpy.

      Another attack came Sunday morning before breakfast, and more importantly, before I’d finished my first cup of coffee. I shrieked, dropped my cup, and winced when it shattered, spraying hot coffee and ceramic shrapnel everywhere.

      “Eleanor, you need to be aware of your surroundings. You should’ve heard me behind you. If I’d been a vampire, you’d be dead.”

      “If you’d been a vampire, I wouldn’t have invited you into my basement and turned my back on you. What do you want from me? Other than a three-month fencing class at the community center, I have no training. How am I supposed to learn how to defend myself against weapons and magical creatures in five weeks?”

      Instead of answering, Finn threw a tennis ball at my head. It bounced off before I could even react. I growled in frustration, grabbed the ball, and hurled it back at Finn. It hit him in the center of his face, and blood welled from his nose immediately. My jaw dropped. I was pretty sure I couldn’t have done that if I’d actually tried. “Sorry.” I hunched my shoulders up and pulled my head down in apologetic imitation of a turtle.

      “Don’t apologize. That was great.”

      I allowed myself a tiny, proud grin, and then Finn hurled the ball back at me like he was trying for the fastball pitch record at Yankee Stadium. “Dammit! Enough!” I yelled as I started to duck. The ball exploded inches from my head. There was a small rain of felt and dust; it made me sneeze.

      Finn smiled smugly. “That’s how. You’re extremely powerful. You just need to figure out what your powers are and how to harness them.”

      “In five weeks?”

      “All we need are the basics, and for that, you need to be alert. So pay attention.”
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        * * *

      

      Sunday afternoon we went hiking, although it wasn’t the kind of hiking I was used to. We left the marked trails and found animal pathways while he kept up a constant barrage of instructions. “Reach out with your mind. Feel the forest. Find the plants, the animals, the humans, the supernatural beings. Feel for something different, sharper. Something that feels like home.”

      “Yoda, the whole forest feels like home. That’s why I spend so much time here.”

      “If it were that easy, Eleanor, you’d have moved in with me three years ago when I asked. I live much closer to the forest than you do.”

      “I thought you were joking!”

      “I never joke about cohabitation. I think the gate must be closer to your end of the forest than mine, and you didn’t want to leave it.”

      “Or I didn’t want to move in with my fuck buddy.”

      Finn grinned, but not before I saw a flash of hurt in his eyes.

      “Sorry, Finn. That was harsher than I meant it to be.”

      “It’s the truth, isn’t it? We’re only friends with former benefits.”

      “Emphasis on friends, and isn’t my friendship benefit enough?”

      He smiled at me, but his expression was veiled. “Sit.” He motioned towards the forest floor and sank gracefully into a cross-legged pose. “Let’s talk about magic.”

      Three hours later I was stiff, thirsty, dirty, and nowhere closer to understanding magic. I grabbed a bottle of water from my pack and drained it. Next time I was bringing snacks, too. “You’re saying my magic is earth-based, and I can affect the earth and growing things? I can feel anomalies in the land and heal them? And that this is not crazy?”

      “Yes. You’re bound to the earth—all the Fae are to differing degrees. Most are tied to other elements as well. Since you’re royalty, which generally means power, it wouldn’t surprise me to find that you have other—maybe even stronger—affiliations. You’ve never exercised your power on purpose, and you need the Fae magic to fill your power coffers, so to speak, so you’ve never had much to work with. I’ve gone back and forth between planes often enough to feel the difference between having plenty of power to draw on and having to rely mostly on my internal stores. Without Fae magic to use, everything you do will draw on your own personal stores—it’ll be exhausting, like a physical workout. You’ll be able to find trickles of magic here and there, but it won’t be enough to truly exercise your power.” Finn took a swig of water, which allowed me to digest—or at least attempt to avoid indigestion—his lecture on power coffers.

      I nodded at him to keep going, afraid that if I spoke a torrent of questions would pour out and disrupt the flow of information.

      “That’s the main reason why so few Fae stay here and that the ones who do are usually lesser powers. It’s uncomfortable to be in a place where you’re cut off from the raw energy that is Fae magic. The Fae were responsible for keeping the earth in balance, environmentally speaking. When they were forced out, the imbalance accelerated, leaving the earth polluted and hovering on the verge of climatic destruction.”

      “It’s so nice to know climate change is real and the fault of supernatural creatures,” I said. “Can we send that message to the masses?”

      Finn ignored my question and continued. “I’ve been told that once we open the first gate, that will fill you up and give you the power you need to unlock your abilities. However, before that happens, you need to learn the basics. It’ll be like learning to ride a bike. We’ll start now with training wheels so you can figure out the mechanics and find your balance; when the trainers come off, you won’t fall down.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him. “You know that I don’t actually own a bike, right?”

      “It’s a metaphor. Go with it. Now concentrate.”

      I closed my eyes and listened to Finn’s hypnotic voice.

      “Breathe deeply,” he began. “Imagine you can see the trees surround you. You can feel them; they’re alive. You can feel the small plants and the ivy creeping up the tree trunks. You can feel the vibrations of the earth. You can feel the footsteps of humans and animals. The earth speaks to you.”

      My breathing slowed until it was almost imperceptible. I stretched out with my senses. Finn’s presence, warm and bright but tinged with darkness, was in front of me. The ground, cool and shadowed, dark and rich, was solid below me. The trees were alive and swaying to the song created by chattering squirrels and twittering birds. They rose up around me, and the life force that emanated from them filled me with ecstasy and anticipation. There was something else, something I couldn’t quite identify. Something exuding hunger and frustration was stalking a human runner from the deep shadows. I kept an eye on the situation in case I had to intervene—not that I knew how to do that—but the runner moved into a different part of the forest and the something didn’t follow.

      Energy surrounded me, encompassed me. I couldn’t label it—only that it was stronger than anything else in the forest. It called to me irresistibly, and the power of that pull was terrifying. I opened my eyes to tear myself away and found I was floating about five feet above the ground.

      I crashed to the earth, bruising my tailbone. “Motherfucker,” I muttered.

      “Anything?” Finn asked.

      “Everything is so alive.” I shivered, remembering what it was like to be flooded with energy. “I also felt something different. Something wild and scary, not natural.”

      “Where?”

      “That way.” I gestured off to the west. “Maybe if we start there next time, I can pinpoint it, especially now that I know what I’m looking for.”

      “That’s great. Do you want to try now?”

      “Hells to the no. I am exhausted and hangry. Time to head home.”
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      The days turned into a pattern of increasing urgency. Trying to balance responsible-human Eleanor with leaving-on-a-quest-Fae Eleanor was ridiculous. I handed in my resignation and wrapped things up at work, more than happy to leave behind the tedium of data entry and the co-workers I’d never gotten to know. For the first time in my adult life, I was unemployed. I was still interviewing potential renters, but most of my time was spent with Finn practicing various forms of combat and magical training: hand-to-hand, dagger work, throwing knives, or sparring with the rapier Finn had found for me. I was exhausted, covered in bruises, and ached in places I didn’t even know I had muscles.

      Afternoons were spent in Forest Park as I tried to hone my magical skills and pinpoint the frightening, but tantalizing anomaly that hid deep within the woods.

      After three weeks, I still wasn’t any further along than I’d been on the first day. I could only use my magic as a defense if I was extremely pissed off and not too tired. I was hit or miss with getting myself into a deep enough meditative state to follow the pull of the dark magic, and I could feel my anxiety amping up with Finn’s frustration. “You need to concentrate. We’re running out of time.”

      “I’m trying. Don’t you think if I could, I would? I’d do about anything to get you off my back,” I groused.

      “It’s not your back that I want to be on.”

      I rolled my eyes. “No.”

      “C’mon. We’ve been living together and working side by side for three weeks. Celibate. How are you still alive?”

      Finn’s attempt at wide-eyed innocence was laughable, but it stirred a disquiet that I squashed immediately. He’d been telling the same joke for almost as long as I knew him. “We haven’t been sleeping together for years. What makes this time a big deal?”

      “I’ve been here with you constantly. You test my resolve.” He leaned forward and leered at me, dropping his gaze to my breasts.

      The unease in my gut was stronger this time. Something was off, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Probably just too much everything—magic, knowledge, combat preparation—making me hyperaware when it wasn’t necessary.

      “I test your resolve? I don’t think it’s your resolve that’s keeping you out of my bed. Friends only, Finn.” I put more firmness in my voice than I usually did when I rebuffed his advances.

      “If we’re going to keep spending this much time together, we might as well reacquaint ourselves, or we’re likely to go mad from the abstinence.” His gaze traveled from my chest down the rest of my body before returning to my face. He winked.

      “You said we’re practically immortal! That makes this next year of closeness merely a drop in the bucket, time-wise.” I smiled, hoping I looked jocular rather than uncomfortable, and tried to take the aura of seriousness out of this discussion so I could shut it down.

      “Using my words against me isn’t kind. I could die of celibacy-related complications!”

      “No one is keeping you abstinent. Just because I won’t sleep with you doesn’t mean no one will. Why don’t you phone a friend?”

      “You’re a cruel woman, Eleanor Jane Morgan.”

      His grin looked genuine this time, and the tension in my shoulders released. Sometimes I couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. “You’re a strange man, Finnegan Daniel Byrne. I’m glad you’re my friend.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, I got Finn to agree to a temporary cessation of training and sneak attacks. I bought a six-pack and handed him an open beer. “Let’s sit on the porch.”

      He followed me out and leaned against the porch rail.

      “Finn.” “Ellie.” We spoke at the same time and then laughed.

      “You first,” Finn said.

      “I’m scared. Everything has changed so fast. I don’t have a job. In two weeks, I won’t have a place to live. I don’t know where we’re going after I open the first gate, and I don’t even know where it is, yet. I don’t know if I have enough money to pay for all the plane tickets and hotel rooms. I’ve never flown before, and that scares me, too. I’m scared of what will happen when the gates open and what will happen if I can’t open them. I’m scared of who I might become.”

      Finn slipped an arm around my shoulder and pulled me close. “This is new for me, too. I can’t help you find the gates, but I can offer support during the process. I can reassure you on a couple of things. We won’t be flying. You’re a full-blooded Fae coursing with uncontrolled magic. We are not going 30,000 feet in the air and hoping you don’t lose control. This is road trip territory. Don’t worry about money. We’re covered. The exchange rate between here and the Fae plane is pretty good.”

      I cocked my head and looked at him. “What?”

      He laughed. “You have an expense account, thanks to compound interest and long-term investments.”

      “So I’m rich?”

      “Think of it like having a corporate credit card with no limit. You have access to a lot of money, but if you buy a yacht, you’re going to have to explain it to someone in accounting.”

      “There’s an accounting department?”

      Finn sighed, clearly not appreciating my banter. “Drop it, Ellie. You have money. That needs to be the least of your worries.”

      I aimed my sweetest smile at him. I enjoyed irritating him. He ignored it and continued talking, “Don’t worry about becoming someone different. Having magic and awareness of a different world won’t change who you are intrinsically. You are caring and empathetic. You are optimistic and a little reckless. You are the strongest woman I’ve ever met, and I’ve met quite a few in the last 400-plus years. You are beautiful and good. You are…Ellie.”

      I stared at him, mouth agape. Then I leaned forward and placed my hands on either side of his face. “Thank you, Finn. That is the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.” I dropped a kiss on his forehead, then stood up. “I need to go to bed.”

      As I walked up the stairs, I heard Finn whisper almost too quietly for me to hear, a note of desperation threading through his words, “I love you...”
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      The pounding of jackhammers reverberated through my skull and sweat drenched my sheets. I tried to move, hoping to quell the throbbing headache by gaining distance from the inferno surrounding me, but I was immobilized. It took my sleep-fuzzed brain several moments to realize the heat and the immobility came from the same source: Finn. His lithe body pressed against my back, and one long, slim arm was draped over me.

      “What the fuck are you doing in here?”

      He jumped, slid out of bed, and looked only a little sheepish. “You screamed in your sleep, and I couldn’t wake you, but you seemed soothed by my presence.”

      “This needs to stop.” I stormed into the bathroom and slammed the door. I peered at my reflection in the mirror, noting the still-flushed face. I slowed my breathing and watched the flush fade from my cheeks. I opened the door and came face-to-face with Finn.

      “Holy crap, Finn! Don’t sneak up on me like that! I could’ve stabbed you!”

      He raised an eyebrow at the weapon I’d grabbed when he’d startled me. “With a toothbrush? I would’ve survived. I shouldn’t have been able to sneak up on you, though. Your awareness of your surroundings needs to improve.”

      “Bastard,” I muttered. “The door was closed.”

      “Was that a commentary on my mother or a dig at my morning ninja skills?”

      I grabbed a bottle of ibuprofen and poured three into my hand. “Yes.” I swallowed them dry, brushed past him to grab a towel from the linen closet, and determinedly ignored the mostly naked man in the doorway. “I’m taking a shower. Go get dressed. I’ll meet you downstairs in twenty minutes.”

      Finn laughed and retreated towards the room he’d been using before last night. I cranked the water in the shower on as hot as I could stand it and leaned my forehead against the cool tile. How do I get him to stop? We’d ended—mutually, I’d told myself—the friends with benefits arrangement years ago. I’d taken his flirting in the past as a harmless habit. That was my mistake. I needed to set some ground rules. Possibly write a handbook. The only doors I wanted to crack open were to another dimension.

      When my skin was red from the heat, I turned off the shower, toweled dry, and finger-combed my hair. I dressed in capri-length leggings, a sports bra, and a tank top. I knew the weapons lessons would be intense today, especially since I’d let him sneak up on me this morning.

      Finn was gone, and other than the coffee he’d brewed, there was no sign of him in the kitchen. He hadn’t reappeared by the time I’d finished breakfast, so I texted him to find out what the revised schedule for the day was and got started with the things I could work on solo and grabbed my knives.

      Thwack.

      The knife protruded from the target across the room. Nine out of ten shots had struck the target instead of the surrounding drywall. I was getting better. I was positive that with a little more practice, I’d start hitting the center of the human-shaped targets instead of grazing the left ear, hitting directly between the legs, or just inside the right hip.

      When my right arm started aching, I switched to my left hand and did that until I was too frustrated by my lack of skill to continue.

      Finn was still gone. I wasn’t sure if I was irritated, relieved, or pissed off. He was such a stickler for the training schedule and had made a chart with workout times and breaks built in down to five-minute intervals. I checked the chart. Ten minutes to twelve meant break time.

      After a glass of water, I was ready for the next workout. I was supposed to be sparring hand-to-hand, but without a partner, that was difficult. I texted again—still no response—then did some bag work and sparred with an invisible partner for a while. I readied my stance, squared my hips, and punched. My knuckles grazed off the bag, momentum pulling me forward. I nearly fell. I pulled myself back and readied another right cross. This time I envisioned Finn’s face on the bag and let my irritation with him carry my punch. The blow sent vibrations up my arm, but at least I hit the bag this time.

      I continued the workout, beating up an imaginary Finn. I was soaked with sweat and breathing heavily when I heard the low groan of a squeaky floorboard above me. I stopped moving and tried to calm my breathing and rapid heart rate.

      At first, I heard nothing and was about ready to chalk it up to an old house settling, but then the slightest noise reached my ears. Someone was walking slowly and quietly in my house. Finn was hoping to take me by surprise. I slipped off my shoes to avoid making any noise, grabbed two throwing knives, and snuck up the basement stairs, avoiding the fourth step that made a noise like a shotgun blast with even the lightest pressure.

      I glided into the kitchen and paused, listening for anything that would indicate where Finn was hiding. Peeking around the corner, I saw someone who was definitely not Finn.

      The person’s back was to me, but the figure was too short and too slight to be Finn. It was swathed in a dark robe and hooded cloak. I tried to reach out with my magical senses without closing my eyes to determine who—or what—was in my living room. I knew it wasn’t a vampire, because it was the middle of the day, and I’d not let in anyone after dark since I found out vampires were real. “Who are you?”

      The figure jumped and turned around. It was a woman—a tiny little woman who’d never let go of her goth phase.

      “Are you Eleanor?” she asked. “The Fae world breaker? You’re not supposed to be home.”

      “I asked first, and you’re in my house. Who are you?” I readied a throwing knife then added, “and how do you know my schedule?” She might be wee, but I was guessing she was no pushover—not dressed like that and knowing who I was and where I was supposed to be.
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DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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