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Chapter 1

 

The dream happened the same way, every night. 

 

"There's something I need to tell you," Seth would say to Colin, who sat in the passenger seat of the little car they'd bought that past fall. "Something you can't tell the others." 

 

He could almost quote every word of it, down to the very last sentence, which was never finished.

 

"What is it?" Colin would ask.

Seth would bite his lip. Drum his fingers on the steering wheel as they drove down a nameless road on a night like any other. "Sometimes, I can see the future," he would say. "My own future, not anyone else's." 

 

Although, that wasn't quite true. He'd seen someone else's future once before, and almost ended up accused of murder.

 

"And you've seen your future now?" Colin would ask. 

He would not doubt Seth's word. That was important. Colin would not doubt that Seth spoke the truth.

 

It was dark--always dark. They were headed back to the trailer, after running an errand. Perhaps for groceries. Perhaps for something else. Seth had tried to glean details from the dreams, but they were always the same. He had no clue what clothes he was wearing, or whether or not he'd eaten a last meal. He only knew this part of it, and nothing more.

 

"What have you seen?" Colin would ask when Seth did not explain. And then, "Seth? What have you seen?"

And Seth would say, "My death." 

And Colin would say--

 

"Your death?" Now, he sounded disbelieving, or maybe, Seth reasoned, he just didn't want to believe Seth could know such a thing in advance. "Seth? Are you trying to be funny?" 

"It's not a joke," Seth said, keeping his gaze firmly on the road ahead of them. "Sometimes I can foretell the future. And the future is that I'm going to die, sometime soon. A car accident. A drunk driver, I think." He flicked his gaze towards Colin. "I wanted to let you know. Don't tell the others." 

"A car accident," Colin said. "In this car?" 

"Yes," Seth said. 

"And you're driving?" Colin asked. 

"Yes," Seth confirmed.

"Pull over," Colin told him. 

"What?" 

"Pull over," Colin said. "Let me drive." 

He seemed absolutely serious. Seth didn't remember this part from the dream. "You can't," he said, choosing his words with care. "I can't stop it from happening, and neither can you." He paused. "And anyway, you've never driven a car in your life!"

"I could start," Colin said. "I've watched you." He glanced out the window, arms folded against his chest. "Did you want me to come with you because--because I might be able to save your life?"

"I wanted you to come with me because--" Seth hesitated. "I don't know when it will happen. I had to tell someone. And I know I can trust you."

"You can trust me not to tell the others," Colin said after a moment. "That's what you mean, isn't it?"

"And I can trust you not to--" Seth blinked back sudden tears. "I can trust you not to try to save me, too." His voice dropped. "I thought that you'd have a better chance at surviving an accident, too. You're in my dream, too." 

"You've dreamt this?" Colin asked, aghast. "Seth--pull over. Call Carmen or Matt. They'll come and get us, and we can sit down and talk about this--"

"I can't do that," Seth whispered, and wondered how much of the story he could tell before Colin would accept the fact that this--however horrible it might be--had to happen. "I've written to my sister. Her name is Adrienne. If she can get to me in time, there's a chance--"

 

He never saw the truck, not even in the dream. And he never, ever managed to finish that sentence.

 

Death, even foretold, always comes by surprise.
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Colin awoke. 

For a moment, he lay where he was, staring up at the sky, wondering dully why the stars were spinning around his head. He tasted blood--which wasn't a surprise at all, of course, but this wasn't--this wasn't normal. This wasn't--

He tried to move. Felt hard, unyielding asphalt under his body. His hand twitched, which awoke a host of pain that left him gasping for air, but even then; even then, he didn't realize what had happened until he managed to turn his head and saw--

The car. 

Seth? 

He opened his mouth. Felt blood dribble down his chin. Panic struck like a blow; he remembered what Seth had told him; remembered his insistence that he didn't know a time or a day or a--

Saw the truck. Halfway in the ditch. 

The car, pressed up against a telephone pole. Or maybe it was a tree. 

Seth? 

Somehow, Colin managed to roll over. Now he saw two trucks, even though he knew there was only one. Two cars, too, and two slumped bodies against the steering wheel of the car.

The windshield, shattered. Red. 

Seth? 

He climbed to his knees. Crawled across the road to the car. Ignored the truck for now, even though he heard someone moaning.

He couldn't--his legs didn't want to work. The pain was a constant, no ebb and flow, just agony. He felt something shift in his chest. His breath hitched; he very nearly did not make it.

Five feet away, he knew Seth was dead. He could neither hear nor sense a heartbeat, but he forced himself to crawl around to the driver's side door and reach inside to make sure. 

Seth's eyes were closed. His face streaked with blood. His head had hit the windshield; Colin thought, dispassionately, that he had died almost instantly.

The moaning from the truck intensified. Colin's gaze sharpened. He climbed to his feet. Swayed, but his legs did not collapse, even though he felt as if every bone in his body was broken. 

He heard a door swing open. Someone slurred out a question, and then, footsteps. Unsteady. 

Colin could smell the alcohol on the man before he actually appeared in his line of sight. He looked at Seth, then back at the man, who stood in the middle of the road now, his mouth opening and closing, his eyes suddenly wide with shock.

Perhaps that part of his mind still sane decided then to spare him what happened next, because the next time Colin opened his eyes, he sat slumped against the car, the man lay in the middle of the road, unmoving, and--and he heard a voice, whispering. 

"Seth? Seth, can you hear me?" 

Colin raised his head. Saw someone bending over Seth, and instantly reacted against the threat, even though the girl--and it was a girl, he saw a moment later when she glanced his way--wasn't doing anything to harm him. Or Seth. Although Seth was beyond harm, now.

"Hello," she said, her voice soft. "You must be Colin." 

"He's dead," Colin said, and felt tears burn the scrapes and cuts on his face. 

"I know," the girl said. "I'm not sure why. He should be--" She paused, then, and looked at Colin closely. To his surprise, he realized she was a vampire. "Did you kill that man?" 

Colin thought about her question. Probed the blank parts of his memory. "I don't know," he admitted. "Did I?"

"A life for a life," the girl muttered. She turned back to the car. "Seth? Can you hear me?" 

"He's dead," Colin whispered. "Dead." When she didn't reply, he realized who she had to be. "Are you--are you his sister? Adrienne?"

"Yes," the girl said, and Colin saw now that she looked like Seth, or Seth looked like her. "Older sister."

"He never mentioned you," Colin whispered. 

"I hadn't seen him in at least ten years," Adrienne said. "I--I don't live around here. But he wrote to me." 

"He told you--" 

"That he dreamed of his death, yes," Adrienne said. "And he knew that I was the only one who might be able to save him." 

"Save him?" Colin let his head fall back. Dimly, he realized that while the majority of his wounds had healed, he was in no condition for a prolonged conversation. 

How much time had passed? It felt like hours, but he heard no sirens; saw no other cars pass by. This was an old road, not well-traveled. Truthfully, they would have been more likely to hit a deer. 

"Less than five minutes," Adrienne said, as if he had asked his question aloud. "We don't have much time." She reached into the car, then held out her other hand. "Give me your hand. Did you kill that man?" 

"He--he caused this," Colin whispered. "I don't know." He held out his hand to her, and she took it, gently. And then, she asked, "Seth? Can you hear me?" 

A band of pressure choked off Colin's breath. He tried to breathe; tried to relieve the pressure, but he couldn't catch his breath; couldn't think; couldn't--

Blackness crowded the edge of his gaze. He finally managed to draw a breath, and--for the first time--Adrienne seemed to realize something was wrong.

"Oh," she said. "Oh, I see." 

She released his hand. The pressure vanished as quickly as it had come. Colin found himself curled up on the ground against the crumpled car, gasping for air. 

Adrienne sighed. "I'm going to have to take him with me, I'm afraid." 

"With you?" Colin managed to ask.

"I'm sorry," Adrienne told him. "I can't do anything for him here." 

Colin tried to comprehend this, but his brain could not wrap around the thought that there was anything to be done, truly, since Seth was--undoubtedly--dead. "I don't understand," he said. "It's too late." 

She made no attempt to explain. "Did Seth ever try to tell you about his past? Where he grew up?"

"No," Colin whispered. "We never asked." He knew this to be truth, because neither Carmen nor Matt had been forthcoming about their previous lives, either. Abby was the only one apparently without secrets.

Abby had not come with them to this particular Faire. Her aunt had asked her to house-sit, but she was supposed to meet up with them over the weekend. However--

"Colin, I need you to listen to me," Adrienne now crouched in front of him, her gaze concerned. "Can you hear me?"

Colin focused on her face. "Yes." 

"I'm taking Seth with me," she said. "I suggest you have Carmen or Matt report the car stolen. That way, the authorities won't look very closely at you." 

The police would investigate, yes. And Colin could not be involved in any sort of investigation.

"But Seth is dead," Colin whispered. 

Adrienne glanced behind her. Colin followed her gaze and saw that Seth now lay--Seth's body now lay--in some sort of cart. Hitched up to a placid gray horse. He blinked, but it was apparently not a hallucination.

"I would suggest you get away from the car as well," Adrienne said. "I'm intending to set it on fire. There's less evidence that way." 

Colin didn't move. He wasn't really certain he could. "Where are you taking him?" he finally asked.

"Home," Adrienne said.

"But his home is with us," Colin whispered.

Adrienne did not respond to that. "Do you need anything out of the car?" 

"No," Colin said, and closed his eyes. His knives were safe in the trailer, although he would have gladly exchanged every single one of his knives for Seth.

"Come on," Adrienne said gently, and pulled him to his feet. "You can't stay here." 

Colin opened his eyes. Somehow, she'd managed to coax him as far as the cart, although he had no recollection of moving. He drew back, alarmed.

"You can't stay here," she said again. "I'll take you home." 

"What--What should I tell the others?" Colin asked hoarsely. With her help, he climbed up onto the cart. The horse turned its head and regarded him calmly, not at all concerned to have a vampire as a passenger. Two vampires. And a body.

"Tell them to declare the car stolen," Adrienne said after a moment. She climbed up to sit beside him as the car abruptly whooshed into flames. 

Off in the distance, he saw headlights appear at the crest of a hill not far away. Someone would be calling the police soon. And they would find the body and the car.

"As for Seth--" Adrienne flicked the reins and the horse moved forward. "Tell them he foretold his own death. And that his sister arrived to take him home. That would be for the best." 

"Then leave him here with us," Colin said stubbornly. His mind seemed to be more aware now; he remembered what she had said before. "How could you have saved him?"

"Because I can resurrect the dead," Adrienne said simply, as if she'd decided she might as well tell him the truth. "And he knew that, and he wanted me to try to bring him back." 

Colin considered this for a few minutes as they rode along. The horse did not seem to be in a hurry, and neither was its mistress. "But it didn't work," he finally said. "Because he's still dead. I can tell." His chest ached with suppressed grief--and guilt. He should have been able to do something. Anything.

"It won't help if you cry for him," Adrienne said.

"I can't help it," Colin snapped. "He was--we were family." He turned away from her; as much as he could, at least, on the narrow seat.

"Vampires don't usually feel that way about the humans they--oh!" Colin did not have to be looking at Adrienne to see her smile. "You feed on them, don't you?" 

"Yes," Colin said. "But that's not why I'm upset. I--"

"You don't have to explain," Adrienne said. And then, she added, "But I think you need to come with me as well." 

"I'm not going anywhere without Carmen and Matt," Colin said. And then, belatedly, "And Abby." 

"Then he'll likely remain dead," Adrienne said simply, silencing any further protests.

"Can you really--?" Colin started to ask. But he couldn't finish the sentence, because he didn't want to lose that faint sense of hope that had stubbornly refused to die.

That everything would be okay. That Seth would wake up.

"A life for a life," Adrienne said. "Yes. I can. Usually it would have worked right away. But I think his life is tied to yours. Especially if you killed that man." 

"I--I can't remember," Colin said. And that was true. He couldn't remember anything from the time between his first sight of the man and when he lay dead in the middle of the road. He touched his face; looked down at the blood on his hands, his clothes, his skin.

"Also, I've never actually brought anyone back past the Veil," Adrienne continued.

Colin licked his lips. The words 'the Veil' rang a very small bell in the back of his mind. "Faerie," he said. "That's--where you live?" he paused. "You said you were taking Seth home." 

"Yes," Adrienne said. "To both, even if one was not a question." 

"But he's human!" Colin protested. 

"Elves are not the only ones who live in Faerie," Adrienne said. "Despite the fact they might wish it so. And there are other reasons to take him home. When he left--there were certain constraints placed upon him that should be gone in the event of his death. And he might need a bit of help to adjust to their absence."

Colin thought about this for a moment. "Would he want to go with you?" he finally asked. 

Adrienne laughed. "Probably not. But I would promise to allow you to bring him back here afterwards. Indeed, I would give you my word, although he might not believe I would allow him to leave." She paused. "He has written to me of your family. Your partnership." 

Colin glanced back at Seth's broken body. Seth had never mentioned a sister, or much in the way of a family. "You mentioned constraints," he said. "Magical ones?"

"You could say that," Adrienne said, and maneuvered the cart to the side of the road as an ambulance and fire truck roared past. Colin stared after them in shock. He hadn't even heard the sirens. "They couldn't see us," Adrienne said to his unasked question. "But it's still safer to stay out of their way." 

"I see," Colin said, but he didn't, not really. "These constraints, would they have prevented Seth from telling us about his family? Or where he came from?"

"They would," Adrienne said. "If he had tried. Will you come with me? And help save his life?"

It wasn't really a decision Colin had to think about at all. "Yes," he said, and wondered what the others would say, especially Carmen. "But the others--"

"I have no accommodations at home for humans," Adrienne said, and turned the horse and cart down the gravel lane that led to the campground where they had been staying. 

"They won't want to stay behind," Colin told her. And in fact, they must have heard the cart, because they were both standing in the doorway of the trailer when they arrived. Carmen looked as if she'd been crying; Matt's face was so pale Colin thought he might faint.

"Colin?" Carmen all-but-whispered, and the dread in her voice broke Colin's heart just a little bit more. "Seth left us letters. He--"

"He's--" Colin's voice cracked. He couldn't say the words aloud, not to them, at least. Instead, he covered his face with his hands and did not attempt to stop the tears. 

Throughout this, Adrienne sat silent, apparently waiting for something, or impatient to leave, although she showed no sign of impatience. "What did he say in his letters?" she finally asked. 

"That he had foretold his own death," Matt said. Colin could barely hear his voice. "And that he'd asked his sister--you, I presume--to come."

Adrienne glanced back into the cart, then at Carmen and Matt. "Let me guess. He didn't leave Colin a letter." 

"No. He didn't leave Colin a letter," Matt said. "He said he intended to tell Colin about what--"

"He did tell me," Colin said. "Or, he started to. He didn't get to finish." 

"That's what he wrote," Carmen whispered. "That he didn't get to finish." Tears poured down her cheeks now, but she didn't seem to notice. "Oh, Seth." 

"I'm taking him home with me," Adrienne said. "If he told you that much, did he tell you what he asked me to do?"

"Save him," Matt said. "But--"

"I can save him," Adrienne said. "But not here, and not right now. I need to take him home with me, and I need Colin to come with me as well." She paused. "You can find safe passage into Faerie. But--isn't someone missing?"

"Abby didn't come with us," Colin said, and raised his head. He felt no better, despite his tears; Seth was still dead; their family rent asunder. "She's house-sitting for her aunt." 

"She'll be devastated," Carmen murmured. And then, as if she'd just realized what Adrienne had said, "Wait--Faerie?" 

"There's a lot Seth wasn't able to tell you," Adrienne said. "And a lot I'm sure he'll tell you once he's alive again. Will that suffice? We could sit here all night long trading explanations, but I would rather bring my brother's body home while it's still rather fresh." 

Carmen winced. Matt took her arm. "You don't have to be cruel," he said. "How do we know you're telling the truth? Or that you can do what you say you can do?" 

"You don't," Adrienne said. "And I can't prove it to you. Was there a letter for Abby?"

"Yes," Carmen said. "Yes, there was. We didn't open it." 

"Then I suggest you do this: Report your car stolen first, because otherwise there will be too many questions. Then call Abby and tell her what happened. Bring her the letter. Go to this address--" she stopped then, to scribble something down on a piece of paper. Colin caught a glimpse of it; an address. A familiar address.

"Wait," he said. "That's Abby's aunt's address." 

Adrienne stared at him. "What?"

"That's where Abby is right now," Colin said. He felt a wave of dizziness wash over him, and swayed. "At her aunt's house."

"Her Aunt Rose," Carmen said. She wiped her eyes; tucked the letter in her pocket. "Can we see him?"

"Are you certain you want to see him like this?" Adrienne asked gently. "What is Abby's full name?"

"Abigail," Colin said. "Abigail Duncan." 

"Ah," Adrienne said. "The Rose is Abby's aunt? That's the best place for you to be, then. You'll need a guide, and you'll find one there." She paused. "I had intended to warn you that a guide might cost you money, but I imagine the niece of the Rose might have some pull about that." 

"I'm not sure I understand," Carmen said. "The Rose?" 

"You will," Adrienne promised. "Abby must know, by now. Go there. Arrange a guide. I'll keep an eye out for you, and hopefully we'll have good news by the time you arrive." She paused. "Bring warm clothes; you'll need them." 

"But it's summer," Matt said, not understanding.

"Not where we're going," Adrienne said. "Colin, if you need anything from your home, now is the time to get it." 

"I'll get them," Carmen said immediately, as if she realized Colin could not possibly climb down from the cart on his own. 

"Are you sure about this?" Matt asked. "Colin?"

"I want Seth back," Colin whispered, dry-eyed now. 

For the first time, Matt seemed to realize that Colin was not holding up very well. When Carmen appeared with the box--his knives--in her arms, Colin straightened up in his seat and wrapped his arms around his stomach. 

"Sell them," he said. "I want Seth back." But the words turned to ash in his mouth; he couldn't bring himself to look at either of them now. Couldn't bear to tell them what he had done--even though he still did not remember. Couldn't bear to admit that he should have been able to do something to save Seth to begin with. 

"No," Carmen said. "Take them with you. They're part of you." 

"Keep them, then," Colin whispered. "Keep them safe. Please."

She'd also brought out a blanket, which she wrapped around his shoulders. She kept the box. "We have other things to sell, and money set aside. Are you sure you don't want to take them with you?" 

Colin shook his head and held onto her for a long moment, fearful now that he'd never see either of them again. But he couldn't voice that fear; couldn't force a single word past his lips for fear of screaming. 

All he could do was cry.

"Take good care of him," Carmen said, a warning in her voice now. "Of both of them." 

Adrienne looked at her. Colin half-expected her to laugh at Carmen, but she did not. "I will," she said, and it sounded like the truth.

"Colin, we'll--we'll see you soon," Carmen said, and stepped away from the cart. "Be careful." 

Be careful. Her words echoed in his ears as the cart moved away. 

Be careful. 

He closed his eyes.

"Try to get some rest," Adrienne suggested. "I know it's not very comfortable, but it's the best we have right now." 

And that was the last he heard of anything as he let himself drift away.

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

"This will all be yours some day," Abby's Aunt Rose had said while leading her up the familiar stairs to the guest bedroom. "Think of this as a trial run, of sorts." 

"A trial run for what?" Abby had asked. Aunt Rose wasn't really her aunt, but a great-aunt, a spry little old woman who had to be at least ninety now, although she showed no signs of slowing down. She still ran a somewhat unusual business from the three-story Victorian she owned on the edge of town two hours away from Abby's little rented cottage. As far as Abby could tell, the Rose Emporium was some sort of pawnshop, although Aunt Rose never turned anyone away--even if the object in question was worth nothing--and always seemed to have an answer--and time--for anyone who showed up at her door.

Abby knew for a fact that the chipped china cup Aunt Rose drank her tea out of every morning had been traded for a somewhat battered set of Shakespeare over Christmas five years ago. Her office, with its wall full of file cabinets, was almost as intimidating as Abby's first attempt at spindle making on a lathe. There were notes in individual files for almost everything in the house, which would have been classified as a hoarder's house, she thought, except that everything was--somehow--impeccably clean, and from the looks of things, Aunt Rose sold or traded or sometimes even gave away just as much as she brought in.

"A trial run for my successor," Aunt Rose had said, but she was smiling when she said it. "I might want to retire; you never know." 

"Oh, Aunt Rose," Abby had said, glad she was smiling, because the thought of taking over--

But that little thought in the back of her head had opined that while this was too large of a house for one person, it wouldn't be too large of a house for five people, and she doubted anyone would be able to cheat Colin, since he was a vampire.

Aunt Rose knew about Colin. She knew about Colin and what had happened at the Faire because Abby had told her everything. Aunt Rose was the only person Abby knew who would listen, and nod, and not think she was completely crazy. Instead, she'd commented that she would very much like to meet Colin and the others, and that they were welcome to visit while Abby was housesitting.

And then, she'd picked up a suitcase that didn't look large enough for a month away from home, kissed Abby on the cheek, and left for parts unknown. Abby had a number she could call to leave a message if anything were to go wrong, but Aunt Rose had been very cagey about her eventual destination, to the point that Abby's mother, never one for tact, had commented that perhaps Aunt Rose should be in a nursing home, not traipsing around on a world tour, or wherever she intended to traipse. 

Needless to say, Abby and her mother did not see eye to eye very often. And, more importantly, Abby had not and would never tell her mother about Colin and the others. Abby's mother was the type of person who would never--never ever, not even with proof--believe in vampires. 

Or other things.

Aunt Rose had warned her about that, too. "You may see...some odd things while you're here," she'd said. "I'm going to trust that you won't act rashly if you see something unusual."

"Unusual," Abby murmured, now standing at the kitchen sink, staring out the window that led to the fenced-in kitchen garden.

Where a wolf had just walked out from under the pine trees at the very edge of the strip of lawn between the garden and where the forest began.

And it was a wolf, not a dog; its coat was silvery grey, its gaze steady and unafraid. 

She should have asked Aunt Rose to define the word 'rashly'. Because Abby watched as the wolf scouted around the outside of the garden fence, and then as far as she could see around the house. When he reappeared, a girl stepped out of the trees to greet him, and it was evident to Abby's eyes that they knew each other, just from the way the wolf acted. 

This wasn't a wild wolf by any means, she realized. He was the girl's companion.

And she was a girl, not yet a teenager, a little slip of a blonde dressed in a faded dress that reached her knees and nothing more. Her hair was long and tangled; her feet were bare; she looked as if she'd stepped out of a story; the very definition of a ragamuffin. But she held herself like a Queen, all solemn and still; she walked with the wolf, which was slowly and steadily, alert for something Abby could neither see nor comprehend.

The sun was just beginning to set when they arrived on the front porch and knocked on the door. Abby opened it, and the girl stepped back, her hand reaching out to tangle itself in the fur around the wolf's neck. 

"Hello," Abby said. "Come in." Aunt Rose had been adamant that she invite everyone inside; there were protections, she'd said, and the Rose Emporium was on neutral ground and everyone knew that. If someone were to do something that canceled out the neutral ground policy, Abby didn't know what would happen, but so far, no one had even tried. 

She'd given a boy twenty dollars in exchange for a rusted pocketknife and traded yet another teacup (there were cabinets full of teacups, which mostly were decorated with roses) for a book she'd very carefully determined was Aunt Rose's, free and clear.

The girl stepped inside. The wolf stayed on the porch--under protest, Abby thought, because he didn't look happy about staying behind at all. But she realized why a moment later when she caught a whiff of him, and couldn't help but wrinkle her nose.

"I apologize," the girl said. "My wolf ran into a skunk a few days ago. That is why I asked him to stay outside." 

"He can come in," Abby said, then lied, "It's not that strong." She stepped aside as the wolf walked through the door before his mistress could bid him to come. 

"It's stronger inside," the girl said, but did not stop him from joining her. "I've come for something I left in your Aunt's hands for safekeeping. Are you--versed in how she runs the Emporium?"

"No one has come to get something yet," Abby said. "But she did tell me that might happen. What is it? If you give me your name, I can look it up in the files--"

"There won't be a file for this particular item, but my name is Tamarin," the girl said. "Did your aunt also tell you that no one can take something that doesn't belong to them?"

The wolf gave her a sharp look. Tamarin ignored him. 

"Yes, she did," Abby said, but she had to admit she wasn't quite sure how that would work. There were no alarms as far as she could tell. She rather suspected it had something to do with magic, but she had no idea how to test that theory without something going wrong. There had been too many...instances. And her aunt had not batted an eyelash about Colin at all.

"Do you mind if I check the files anyway?" Abby said. "I would hate to mess up Aunt Rose's system." 

"Feel free," Tamarin said, but she was right; there was no file that held her name. Abby looked under 'wolf', too, just in case, but the only thing she found under that was a reference to a silver chalice she'd seen in the china cabinet.

When she walked back out into the hall, Tamarin stood there waiting, but the wolf had padded over to the front windows to look out, as if he expected to see someone outside. But he joined his mistress quickly enough when Abby appeared, giving her an inquiring glance that spoke a question as well as any words.

"You were right," Abby said. "I didn't find anything. Do you know where she kept whatever you're looking for?"

"I do," Tamarin said, and glanced at the wolf. "I've visited here often." 

The look on his face was both surprise and dismay; surprise that he obviously hadn't known, and dismay that she had, apparently, not come with him. He made a noise in the back of his throat; a cross between a protest and a huff. 

"I'm sorry," Tamarin said to him, unrepentant. "But it was perfectly safe." 

The wolf's look informed his mistress that they would speak about this later. Abby could almost hear his voice.

"Then I'll make a note that you came for when Aunt Rose gets back, and you can go ahead and get whatever she was holding for you," Abby said, because she truly had no other choice but to turn them away. And while she hadn't felt threatened at all by the wolf, she doubted that would last if she prevented Tamarin from taking what she sought.

Tamarin nodded. "Thank you," she said, and vanished down the hall; after a moment, the wolf followed her, leaving the faint smell of skunk behind.

It only took the girl a minute to find what she'd come for--a newborn-sized doll, perhaps porcelain, lifelike and dressed in what looked to be actual baby clothes. The doll had hair the same color as Tamarin that escaped in little fluffs of curls around the knitted hat she wore--which matched her sweater. 

"I've found what I came to retrieve," Tamarin said, and for the first time, she seemed uneasy. The wolf, too, seemed on higher alert; he paced back and forth in front of the door, barely able to contain himself. 

But Abby did not know them, and did not know the source of their uneasiness. If they'd stolen something, then the alarm would sound, or however that worked; until that happened, she knew she had to let them leave without question, and so she did.

No alarms sounded as they walked outside. But the doll's hand--clenched in a tiny fist--caught Abby's gaze, because as Tamarin turned to glance once more at the house--and at Abby, watching from the doorway--the doll's hand fell open, each finger distinct, as if it were real.

"Tomato juice," Abby blurted.

The wolf turned around and cocked his head in a question. Tamarin stopped, frowning. 

"For the smell," Abby said. "Tomato juice is supposed to work." She couldn't even look at the doll now, for fear that it would be breathing, or worse, its eyes would open and it would cry, like a real baby. 

"Tomato juice?" Tamarin repeated. "Does he drink it?"

"He needs to bathe in it, I think," Abby said. "I'm not sure why it works, but I've heard that it does. Will he let you give him a bath?"

Tamarin smiled. "He can bathe himself," she said. "But we will try it. Thank you, Abby Duncan." And then, with the doll in her arms and the wolf beside her, she vanished into the trees.

Inside the house, the phone began to ring. Abby barely heard it, because at that very last instant before their shadows vanished into the forest, she thought she heard a baby's sharp cry. By the time she remembered herself enough to answer it, the caller had hung up.

 

Over the past few months, she'd worked out a sort of system with Carmen, Seth, Matt, and Colin. She'd bid them farewell this last time almost a month ago, and had only been able to visit once, but the phone was a lifesaver in that regard, because she spoke to them almost daily. At first, she'd been a bit hesitant to call, because she still felt a bit like an outsider, but they called her, and after a little while, it didn't seem quite so strange anymore. 

She'd never really been part of a group of friends before, and although they weren't often in town, when they were, they stayed at her house and parked the trailer in the driveway, and they included her in everything.

Lately, though something had been bothering Seth. He'd claimed it wasn't their rather long-distance relationship, and Abby had believed him, because he had yet to lie to her. But he'd also told her that he couldn't tell her what it was yet, and she had not pressed the point. The night before, she'd spoken to him briefly, and he had said something a bit strange. Not just 'goodbye', but 'I'm sorry,' right when he'd hung up. 

Abby hadn't called him back, because it sounded like he was near tears, and she didn't want to pry.

But tonight--tonight, they hadn't called. And she really wanted to hear the sound of Seth's voice, so she called his cell phone, which went directly to voicemail. And then, the house phone rang again, and when she answered it, the strangeness of Tamarin and her wolf; the doll; the other unusual occurrences that had happened after Aunt Rose's departure just didn't matter all that much anymore.

"Abby, Matt and I are on our way to you," Carmen said across the miles. "We'll be there in four hours." She sounded like she was crying. "Seth--It would be easier if I didn't tell you what happened until we got to your aunt's house, but I can't make you wait that long. Seth was in an accident." She took a deep breath. "He didn't make it, Abby." 

Stunned, Abby sank down into a kitchen chair. Her vision swam with sudden tears. "What? When?"

"Earlier tonight," Matt said, and Abby realized Carmen had turned on the speakerphone. "Colin was with him. Seth--foretold this happening, Abby. He left us letters. You have one too." 

"Letters?" Abby asked. "Where is he?" They hadn't mentioned Colin, either. "And where is Colin?"

"Apparently, his sister might be able to help," Carmen said, but she sounded as if she didn't believe it. "We're supposed to--Colin went with her. Seth's sister, I mean. We're supposed to follow."

"Follow her where?" Abby asked, confused. She couldn't seem to wrap her mind around the fact that Seth was--dead. Dead. And then, she realized why he had to have been distant and distracted. Because he had known. 

Somehow, that made it all the more worse. 

"Into Faerie," Matt said. "She--she said we'd need a guide." 

"She said your aunt might be able to help," Carmen added. 

"Seth's sister lives in Faerie?" Abby asked. "And she knows my Aunt Rose?" 

"Seth's sister can bring back the dead," Matt said. "Apparently." 

"And Colin went with her?" 

"She kind of insisted," Carmen said. "We weren't sure what to do. We had the letters, and by the time they appeared on the table and we read them, the accident had already happened. And then they appeared--and it was too late to do anything but let her take him." 

"You have a letter too," Matt said. "We didn't open it." 

A letter from Seth, telling her goodbye. "You're coming here?" Abby finally managed to say. "I'll make up beds for you, then. There's plenty of room. But my aunt's not here. I'm not sure--I can look in her files to see if there's any information on a guide. How do you get into Faerie?" 

She knew it existed; they all did, after the Faire the past fall. But finding a guide? She thought of Tamarin, and her wolf. If they came back, perhaps, Abby would ask if Tamarin knew of anyone. But they had no reason to return, did they?

"We don't know," Carmen said, sounding tired now. "But hopefully we'll find out. Because if we can't join them, we'll have to wait until Colin--or Seth--comes back. And I don't know if I can do that without going crazy with worry." 

"I'll look through her files," Abby promised, glad of something to do, because otherwise, she'd go crazy with worry waiting for their arrival. But when Carmen disconnected the call, she sat and cried a bit more, because surely no one could actually raise the dead, which meant--Seth was gone. 

Forever.

 

 

She spent the next two hours in a flurry of activity; preparing two rooms for guests; checking the food stores for breakfast, at the very least. Every once in a while, she realized she was crying, and the overwhelming horror of Seth's death stopped her in her tracks and left her shaken all over again.

She sat down at her aunt's desk, then turned to face the file cabinets. Took a deep breath. A guide into Faerie. And Seth's sister said that her aunt could help.

But her aunt wasn't here. Her eyes filled with tears again.

"Why are you crying?"

The voice was entirely unexpected and completely unfamiliar. Abby, startled by the presence of a stranger in the doorway, shrieked.

The man held up his hands and backed away. "The door was open," he said. "I'm sorry--I did knock--"

He had chestnut colored hair, worn in a braid down his back; jeans and a t-shirt with an old canvas jacket over top and a leather wide-brimmed hat. His eyes-- Abby stared. His eyes were the wolf's eyes.

Every hair on the back of her neck suddenly sprang to attention.

"Why don't I try again?" he asked, mistaking her silence for fear. He vanished down the hall. Abby only got as far as the door before he'd reached the front room. And he had his hand on the doorknob when she said, "You're the wolf." And when he didn't immediately reply, she asked, "Aren't you?"

"Yes," he said after a moment. "Yes, I am. May I come in? And will you accept my apology for frightening you?"

"Yes," Abby said. "To both questions." She hesitated. "Don't--don't do that again, though." 

"I swear that I won't," the wolf said. "I swear on the Queens' names." 

"The Queens of Faerie?" Abby hazarded a guess.

"Of this specific kingdom, at least," the wolf cocked his head. "How did you know that?"

"What is your name?" Abby countered. "And why are you here?"

"My name is Faolan," the wolf said, and bowed. "And I came with thanks, nothing more; the tomato juice seems to have worked." He smiled broadly. "So, thank you. I will keep that trick in mind if I ever encounter another skunk."

"You're welcome," Abby said warily, because it didn't seem like he'd been gone long enough, although she realized Carmen had called over three hours ago. "I'm glad it worked. And to answer your question, Aunt Rose must have told me about the two Queens." That wasn't exactly true, of course, but it would do as an explanation, at least for now.

"Hmm," Faolan said, looking unconvinced. "A word of wisdom--" he paused then, and stood still, listening to the silent house. "Are we alone?"

Abby glanced at the nearest clock. "For the next hour and forty-five minutes, at least," she said. "I'm expecting guests." 

"Then a word of wisdom," Faolan said. "I can tell when you are lying, and you lied to me just now." His eyes narrowed. "May I ask you why?"

"Because I don't know you, and it's not really any of your business?" Abby asked, and folded her arms.

Faolan frowned. "I could argue with you about that," he said. "But I won't. I came to thank you and nothing more." He nodded. "And that is all." His tone was a bit frosty now; Abby realized she'd offended him without really meaning to do so.

She sighed. "I'm sorry," she said. "It hasn't exactly been a good night. The guardians of the Renaissance Festival last fall told me about the two Queens. But I was under the impression they ruled all of Faerie, not just a kingdom." 

Faolan smiled. "No, just a kingdom. Or kingdoms, truly; each Queen has her own. You met them earlier." He paused a fraction of a second too long. "One of them, I meant to say." 

Abby had to wonder if he'd truly meant to say that. "Tamarin?" she asked. "But she's just--"

"Young, yes," Faolan said. "Their lives are tied to the seasons in their respective kingdoms. It is early spring in Tamarin's kingdom now." He looked at her closely. "May I ask you another question?" When she didn't answer, he added, "Not a new one; I've actually already asked it."

"It's--" Abby intended to say 'none of your business', but then she realized that she--they--might need Faolan's help, if they were to follow Colin and Seth into Faerie. "Do you know of someone my friends and I could hire as a guide? Into Faerie?"

"What?" And then, "You have no idea what you've asked, do you?" Before Abby could reply, he added, coldly, "I will give you the benefit of your ignorance. You did something for me; I am bound to repay the favor. Are you truly asking for a guide into Faerie?"

Abby's eyes filled with tears again. "One of my friends died in a car accident earlier this evening," she said. "His sister took him home with her and said we should find a guide and follow. I didn't mean--"

"Where does she live?" Faolan asked.

It was a perfectly logical question. "I don't know," Abby admitted. "And I really don't have any other details, other than the fact that Seth is dead and his sister--" She stopped, then, because Faolan's mouth had dropped open. Belatedly, she realized that Seth might have had a perfectly good reason not to have--ever--mentioned his family or the fact that he was--apparently--from Faerie.

"Say that name again," Faolan demanded.

Abby folded her arms. "No," she said. "I probably shouldn't have said it in the first place."

Faolan nodded, distracted now. "Yes. That's true. You should not have spoken it, especially to me. And you say his sister took him--his body, I expect--and wanted you to find a guide." Abby suspected he'd almost forgotten her presence now; he seemed to be trying to decide whether to act horrified or ecstatic. He snorted. "A guide. But did she know--or suspect--you would ask me? How could she?"

"I don't know," Abby said miserably. "I'm sorry I asked. Just--forget all about it, okay? We'll find someone else. I don't want anyone else to get hurt because of this. I just want Seth back." She was crying again, helplessly, unable to consider the possibility that she might never see him again. She turned around, wrapping her arms around her stomach, and walked back to her aunt's office. Sat down at her desk. At that moment, she could have cared less if Faolan left or if he stayed; it was quite obvious she should not have said anything to him at all.

She'd made things worse, and she really had no idea what she had done. 

She rubbed her eyes. Rested her elbows on her knees. Covered her face with her hands.

And realized that Faolan was having a whispered--and heated--conversation with someone, but she couldn't quite make out all the words.

Faolan had been alone. Abby would--almost--have sworn to that.

"Did you hear what she said?" she heard Faolan asked after easing her way to the open door.

"I heard," the other voice--a crotchety, older voice--said. "That's one way to get around the constraints your lot saddled him with."

"But--dead?" Faolan asked.

"You've not met his sister, I presume?" the voice asked, and chuckled.

"No," Faolan said, sounding as if he truly did not want to know the reason for the chuckle. "No, I haven't." 

"You'll be their guide," the other person said.

"But I--"

"You'll be their guide." 

"Have other--"

"You'll be their guide." Firmer this time. More of an order than a request.

"Obligations," Faolan finished lamely. And then, grudgingly, "I'll have to speak to my lady." 

"Do so," the other voice suggested.

"You could--" Faolan began, but she cut him off. "No. I'm not involved in this. This is your concern. Although, if they come to harm--"

"My sister--"

"See to it that they do not meet your sister," the voice said.

"You haven't been back lately, have you?" Faolan asked bitterly. "It's getting very difficult to avoid my sister--"

The other voice did not reply. After a moment, Faolan said, "Very well."

Abby stepped out into the hall. Faolan stood a few feet away from the kitchen doorway, apparently talking to someone inside the kitchen, which was strange in itself, because Abby was fairly certain the door had been locked.

With deliberate casualness, he turned to face her.

"Who were you talking to?" Abby asked.

"Myself," he said quickly, lying.

"I thought you'd be gone by now," Abby said, and--with the same fake casualness, walked past him and into the kitchen.

It was empty. The door to the cabinet under the sink was partially open; Abby closed it without a second thought and picked up the kettle from the stove, intending to fill it up.

When she turned, Faolan stood in the doorway, leaning against the door jamb.

"I thought," she said again, "You'd be gone by now."

"About that," Faolan said in the awkward manner that told Abby he thought someone else was listening in. "Perhaps we started out on the wrong foot." 

"Really?" Abby asked sarcastically. "I hadn't noticed."

Faolan opened his mouth, then closed it again. "I suppose I deserve your anger. I will guide you and your friends into Faerie, as long as--"

"No," Abby said.

"What?"

"No," Abby said again. "We'll find someone else." She looked directly at him for the first time, her heart suddenly pounding, although she couldn't have said why. "Thank you." She cast around for something else to say; latched on the fact of favors. "You owe me nothing, truly. And I'm sorry I asked." 
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