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      The Greenwood Knoll had a distinct taste of bubbly prosecco with notes of pear, green apples, and something floral I thought might be jasmine. I licked my lips and breathed deep of the effervescent excitement, letting it dance over my tongue and set me to squirming with anticipation.

      I closed my eyes to revel in it—this overwhelming sense of potential and hope. Over the past several months, an air of solemnity had hung around the Knoll. The losses we’d suffered, the deaths. This was different.

      Despite crackdowns from the Fairy Courts around the Gates, the solitary fae community was optimistic. We had the chance to start anew, with new beginnings, a new life.

      We had a new baby!

      The Atlanta troupe of maenads was currently flitting about, pulling tables together, setting up floral arrangements, and hanging honest-to-Mab bunting to celebrate a child of their own. Their sister Semele would be introducing her little one to the whole troupe today. The hope, the excitement, and the heady feeling of seduction that had me reeling were theirs, not mine.

      But I could feel it. Taste it. Swirl their magic around my tongue and let it go straight to my head. If I chose, I could lean up against that potential, cozy up to it and harness that hope and energy toward something substantial. Something powerful.

      Opening my eyes, I reminded myself that the feelings I bathed in were only borrowed. Where once I could only taste at the edges of the magic of other fae creatures, these days, my magic opened their emotions and power to me, allowing me to sample them like a flight of wine, savoring each one and getting tipsy on their borrowed power. If I liked the taste, I could claim it. Wield it.

      But this magic wasn’t mine. I couldn’t just take it for myself and my whims.

      Still. What I could do! Hope, excitement, lust: they were all power in the right hands. And I could inspire it, encourage it, whip it into a frenzy.

      “Nachos up,” Meara called from the kitchen, pulling me away from the urge to burrow into that magic and see exactly what might happen.

      I swallowed down the bubbling thrill and turned to the kitchen.

      “I got it.” Varon intercepted me, reaching a hand out to pat the bar as he moved from his bouncer’s post at the front door back to the kitchen faster than I could rouse myself from the twisted tangle of my borrowed emotions.

      He disappeared through the swinging kitchen door and emerged almost immediately with two trays of nachos piled high with black beans, tomatoes, cheese, and melt-in-your-mouth barbecued pork brisket. As he passed through the group of maenads, he fumbled when they clutched at his sleeves, stole chips, and flirted shamelessly.

      “Girls, girls,” I called, safe behind my bar. “Leave my moody bouncer alone. He’s not the babe you are looking for.”

      “He’s the babe I’d like to take home,” Payal laughed as she kissed his cheek, which turned a mottled red. “He can call me Mommy.”

      Varon stiffened and shot me a look of panic.

      “Release the drake before you get burned,” I said, my stern words weakened by the fact that I was holding back laughter.

      The girls obliged, falling away from him in giggling coos and affectionate nothings. Their emotions released yet another wave of excited flavor into the air.

      For once, the maenads were all in agreement: there was only one male they were really interested in today. And at his age, he could barely crawl, let alone deliver nachos.

      “When does the guest of honor arrive?” Mikka asked as she slipped onto a barstool across from me and gestured for a beer. Mikka Balaur was Varon’s fraternal twin and the other bouncer for the Knoll. They were quite the pair: tall and pale but with thick black hair and large, heavy features. While Varon looked like a Romanian count, with his hooked nose and deep-set eyes, Mikka softened those same features with thick red lips, hooded brown eyes, and her long black hair currently tied back in a thick braid.

      “We’ve got a while,” I replied as I dutifully pulled the tap handle and began filling a pint glass with Kolsch for my best friend. “Semele says Callum naps until two every afternoon, so we can expect them any time after. Seeing as it’s still a quarter ‘til, I think we have plenty of time for the girls to work themselves up for a proper baby debut.” I placed the full drink in front of her.

      “Joy,” my best friend mumbled as she took a healthy swig of the beer. “More pastel decorations.”

      Mikka might not have been impressed by the party preparations, but I was relieved to see she was still carefully watching Brynn and Carissa tease each other with bunting. Honey brunette Brynn had wrapped black-haired Carissa up in a length of tulle fabric and was dancing and pulling her closer and closer until they eliminated the gap between them and locked lips. Carissa, entangled in the fabric and unable to reach her arms up past her elbows, instead reached around and grabbed Brynn by the ass, pulling her closer. Mikka’s eyes got wider, and she licked her lips as she watched the maenads kiss ardently.

      The taste of cedar smoke and pepper twisted through the prosecco flavor in the air, and I homed in on it immediately. It had been a long time since my friend had shown interest in, well, anything, and the signature taste of her fire magic heating up to meet the maenads’ power encouraged me. Ever since last summer, she’d been mired in a stagnant depression.

      Typically, fiery and loud and confident, all fall and winter, Mikka had been withdrawn, sullen, and almost cold. But if watching the maenads flirt lit a fire in her and encouraged her to chase some tail of her own? Well, a little push against her stirring power wouldn’t hurt.

      I took a steadying breath and on the exhale expanded my awareness, feeling first the air as it left my lungs, then the edges of my body, then the perimeter of the Knoll. Finally, as I stilled myself and reached the edge of my consciousness, I felt the warm pulse of the Greenwood Gate.

      The portal between the worlds stood silent and sleeping on the banks of the Chattahoochee River at the edge of our property, but as I reached for it, the Gate woke. The concentration of power and energy that could open a path between the Iron Realm and the Eternal Realm beyond recognized my questing touch. The latent magic stirred as I turned my mind and intentions toward it. It seemed to preen, almost like a cat leaning into a pet, and I knew that I could direct that vast reserve of power at will.

      I took another breath and pulled it into me, opening the way, tasting its green, verdant flavor.

      My back rolled for a second as I adjusted to the intense but pleasant feel of it. The Gate’s magic felt like touching a live wire, but instead of burning me from the inside, it soothed and caressed me like silk through my veins.

      As that power brushed against and through me, I brought Mikka’s taste of peppery whiskey smoke to the forefront of my tongue. I licked at my lower lip and let the feel of her magic coat my mouth and warm my blood. My fingers tickled with potential flames lurking just under the surface, and I itched to wield Mikka’s fire.

      Instead, I nudged it toward the fruity bubbles of the maenads. I let the tastes mingle, giving spice to the prosecco and giving it a hint of honey and lemon to ease the mix. The result was a complex but almost perfectly balanced blend of sweet, strong, and delicious.

      A cocktail of my own design.

      Mikka straightened, pulled her shoulders back, and stretched her neck. A spark of life seemed to have ignited in her as the corners of her thick lips quirked upward. “Maybe I’ll help them. Hang some bunting or something.” She dropped from the stool and strolled over to Carissa and Brynn, offering to untangle the former from her tulle bindings. The girls grinned wickedly as they both turned their attention and intentions on Mikka.

      Job well done.

      I let out a breath and released as much of the taste of their magic as I could. Letting it wash through and away from me. My head felt vaguely like it was floating as the power slowly faded away. I kept the Gate open, though, letting its magic flow freely into and through the area surrounding the Knoll.

      A low thunder of voice rumbled behind me. “Be careful with that. It’s getting easier for you.”

      “How did you know?” I said, embarrassed as I turned to face Argus.

      At nearly seven feet tall, my dragon boss and owner of the Greenwood Knoll towered over me, his arms crossed over his broad chest. He chuckled as a small hint of smoke escaped his otherwise human-looking nostrils.

      “You think you can hide something like that from me? I’ve watched over you for almost a century. I know when you’re up to something.” His eyes sparkled with amusement. “Plus, you’re glowing like someone just showed you a good time in the cellar.”

      I flushed with embarrassment. Never mind that I had actually been caught having a good time in the cellar just last night. And it had been a very good time. This felt like something I should feel shamed for.

      “I wasn’t trying to hide anything,” I insisted weakly. I’d only been accessing power that was my birthright. Same as any fae.

      So why did I feel like I’d been caught doing something wrong?

      “Did you have Mikka’s permission to help her with your magic?” The amusement in Argus’s eyes shadowed, as he considered me gravely.

      And there it was.

      “I only gave her a nudge,” I insisted.

      “Siobhan,” Argus began. “I know having an active power is new to you.”

      “I know, I know.” I turned away from him and opened the under-counter dishwasher that was releasing steam behind the bar. I stepped back and waved away the cloud of vapor that billowed out.

      I had already heard the lecture that was going to follow. Using your magic on others without their consent was not something done in polite society. Even if you thought you were doing something good and benevolent, like giving away luck or even easing pain, you could never know the consequences of your actions. You could give someone false confidence that led to them taking dangerous risks. You could rob someone of the grief they need to heal and leave them open to worse hurt in the future.

      Our unspoken—okay, sometimes spoken—law in the solitary community was to only use active powers to affect ourselves or with permission on others. Not every fae community followed these rules, but the solitary fae knew we had a responsibility to others. We never used active magic on others without consent.

      Before this past summer, though, such rules hadn’t applied to me. I’d never had an active power, never been able to affect other people with my magic. This part of fairy magic was new to me, and I was still learning how to navigate my abilities.

      Argus stepped around me and into the still billowing cloud of steam from the dishwasher. Without waiting for the glasses to cool, he began pulling them out and reshelving them. “Mikka hates being pushed.”

      “I know,” I sighed. But it had been so easy. I had barely even thought about it before reaching out to the Gate, wrapping its power around Mikka and the maenads, and pulling them together. Mikka had always loved flirting with the maenads before she’d fallen into this recent funk, and they were more than willing to welcome her back into their attentions. It was so easy to exert my will onto the world and make everything right.

      Argus passed me a martini glass to put along the hanging shelf behind me, and I accepted it without thinking. The blisteringly hot glass burned my fingers and I yelped, nearly dropping it. But the pipeweed and brine taste of Argus’s power was right there. I focused some hind part of my mind on him and imagined forging my fingers in a furnace, as immune to flame and heat as any dragon, and the burn retreated immediately.

      I placed the glass in its place and turned to find Argus staring at me again.

      “Siobhan,” he said, sadness in his tone. He’d obviously felt me borrowing his magic. Instantly, I felt like an adolescent, disappointing my adopted father once again.

      “I didn’t use it on you,” I protested.

      “That’s not the point, and you know it.”

      A flush of guilt flooded me, and a rush of anger spilled over to squash it. I knew in a moment that I could have pulled harder on his magic, called forth the full force of the flame he kept so well controlled. The tobacco-salt taste of his power called to me, begging me to sip, to gulp it down, and seize what should be mine. In an instant, I could have burned everyone in the bar with barely a thought.

      That power tempted me.

      And from the resolve that suddenly smoldered in Argus’s eyes, he knew it. He had felt me tasting at the edges of him, he had recognized it, and he had responded. He was prepared to meet whatever magic I called with his own. The man who loved me like a daughter had steeled himself against me. As if I were a threat.

      The fiery anger in me suffocated under a deluge of shame and fear.

      Without turning to face him, I grabbed a shot glass off the barback, pulled down a bottle of middling whiskey, poured, and threw the liquid down my throat. The burn of peat chased away the shame and anger, and I turned back to Argus, an apology on my lips.

      My boss hadn’t moved, but his brows furrowed, and a small growl came from his throat. “I don’t like it, Siobhan.”

      There were so many ways I could take that statement. I could assume he was judging me for using my magic recklessly and react again with defensive anger. Or he could be upset that I hadn’t taken time to seek consent for how I was using other fae’s magic. Or was he criticizing the fact that a half human who’d never had power before could suddenly wield the magic of the strongest fae around her?

      Then the corner of his mouth turned down and his eyes softened, and I realized Argus Ladones, full-blooded dragon fae and Keeper of the Greenwood Knoll, wasn’t mad or disappointed. He was scared.

      Not of me. For me.

      I squashed down my angry reactions. “I’m fine,” I said automatically, both deflecting his concern and insisting on its truth to myself. “I’m sorry for not being more careful. Everything’s fine.”

      Neither of us believed that, but I resolved to make it so in the future. For Argus’s sake, if not for mine.

      In the meantime, though, we had a bar to run.

      “What do they still need?” he asked, noticing another half dozen maenads flowing into the bar. “And how many baby showers does one child need? This is, what, the fifth?”

      “Technically, it’s not a shower. It’s a sprinkle,” I said.

      “What in Mab’s name is a sprinkle?”

      “Well, Baby Callum was born a little over three months ago, around Samhain.” I explained as I extended the bottle of whiskey to him and began to pile a tray with delicately cut rocks glasses. “Baby showers happen before the baby comes to prepare the mom for the baby’s arrival. We’ve done that already. Today, we’re just celebrating his debut to the public. So, we just sprinkle Semele and the baby with presents and merriment.”

      Argus didn’t try to keep his opinion from his face as he sneered at our largest table already piled high with gifts for the baby boy. “Sprinkle, shower? Any more of this nonsense, and I’ll declare a flood warning in here.”

      I laughed and passed him the tray of glasses. “You’re not wrong, boss. Everyone is excited about the little guy.”

      Who could blame us? It was the first solitary fae baby born in Atlanta in nearly a decade. As annoyed and gruff as Argus pretended to be, we both knew how significant this birth was for our community.

      He hoisted the tray and moved around the edge of the bar. “Well, don’t get too excited. If you get overwhelmed by anything, if the energy in the room becomes too much for you, I want you to pass off the bar and step outside.”

      “Gus,” I drawled his name in the way that ground his teeth. “I handle karaoke night every week, and just last week put down a fistfight between the valkyries and ogres on Varon’s night off. Without getting overwhelmed.” I made sure to add in that last point, still smarting from his criticism.

      “I know,” he said begrudgingly, but we both knew what had just almost happened between us. “Just, be careful, baby girl.” His eyes softened at the corners again, and I was suddenly willing to promise anything to reassure him.

      “Thanks, boss. I will be.”

      He had already turned, though, and was yelling across the room. “Jocelyn!”

      Our blond maenad waitress giggled and tore herself away from the throng of her sisters that had enveloped her as she arrived. “Yeah, boss?”

      “I know you’re off for the night, but you still answer to me. Remind your sisters this is not a bacchanal. Your crew needs to keep things under wraps as much as possible. And if Siobhan needs to step out for any reason, you step in to pour drinks.”

      She pouted for a second but quickly huffed and accepted the tray of drinks he passed off to her. “Fine. But it is technically a bacchanal, because Callum is a boy and as the son of a maenad he’s a bacchan by birth—” Argus’s glare was enough to stop her. “Yes, sir. No nudity, sex, or shenanigans at the bar. We know the rules.” She turned her attention to me. “And I always have Shiv’s back.”

      She winked at me, and I blew her a kiss. Despite a rocky start to our hiring Jocelyn at the bar, she and I had developed a decent friendship over the past eight months. She was flighty and flirty and prone to dating our customers, leaving a trail of broken hearts, but she was also loyal, a hard worker, and all of her discarded conquests ended up drowning their sorrows on her nights off. I’d made an entire mortgage payment off of tips from her scorned lovers.

      She said she had my back, and I trusted her word.

      Not that I would need it.

      “Everything’s fine,” I repeated. “Kaia’s on her way, and Mikka and Varon will help run drinks so I can man the bar. And I’ve always got you.” I batted my eyelashes at my gruff boss.

      He had no time to growl at me, because the door slammed open again, and ten more maenads and sylphs, assorted sidhe and elemental fae of all kinds began to arrive, laden with gifts, flowers, and more power than I was ready for.

      The tastes and energy of their magic surged over me as their enthusiasm bubbled forth, so I turned to that part of my mind still connected to the Gate. My thoughts still twined about with that silken feel of power that called to me, leaving me heady with potential energy. I had to cut it off, but denying the high it gave me was hard, like pulling myself out of a good dream or climbing out of a warm hot tub into cold winter air. I had to steel myself for the drop of leaving the buoyant cloud of that magic, pull my feet under me, and step out into the real world.

      As the first of the new arrivals stepped up to order drinks, I finally severed my connection with the Gate, pulling myself away and building walls around my mind. I imagined a fortress of stone around my consciousness, surrounded by a moat. I drew mentally into myself, retreated into my castle, lowered the portcullis, and raised the drawbridge.

      It was a crude mental image, but it appealed to the part of me brought up on stories full of dragons and princesses and fairies that looked nothing like the dragons and princesses and fairies I had actually known all my life.

      Whatever, it worked.

      I told Argus I wouldn’t get overwhelmed, and I meant it. I could handle this.

      My connection with the Greenwood Gate faded, and I felt the barrier between our worlds go back to sleep. I would reawaken it in a few hours at dusk, but for a time, it would rest.

      And I would serve.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      What can I get y’all?” I asked again and again as the guests swarmed the bar over the next hour.

      Champagne, wine, and vodka sodas were the dominant orders, but I was happy to mix up martinis, cosmos, and other easy cocktails for the group. I loved that they all knew better than to order labor-intensive drinks like mojitos or frozen margaritas. My customers knew how to behave in a bar: they kept their orders simple, kept their tabs open, and always tipped well at the end of the night.

      Nearly everyone arrived with gifts, though I couldn’t imagine Mellie still needing anything for the child’s next five years. As Argus had pointed out, this was at least the fifth party celebrating little baby Callum. We’d hosted three of them here at the Greenwood Knoll.

      Still, it wasn’t often the solitary fae got to celebrate something like this. Mellie’s was the first pregnancy outside the Courts I’d been able to follow all the way to birth. And I’d left the Summer Court of Atlanta over fifty years ago.

      Even with all of their interventions and breeding programs, I could only recall a few dozen Court fae that had given birth successfully in the past half century. Maybe five or six births each year across the entire Atlanta metro area, and most had been trying for decades: Shaylah, Rin, Portia with her twins.

      I guess a little excessive enthusiasm could be excused with my patrons.

      The fact they decided time and again to celebrate such a momentous occasion with us at our little pub meant the world to me. The Knoll was a safe place for all of the fae in Atlanta, no matter their allegiance. Summer, Winter, or solitary, all fae were welcome, and I was going to do everything I could to make sure it stayed that way.

      Our vila waitress Kaia arrived only fifteen minutes late, blowing in on a wind of her own making, full of quick excuses that faded as easily as steam. She grabbed her apron, tied it on, and immediately began clearing empty glasses into the dishwasher. Kaia had been with the Knoll for almost five years and was one of the most reliable waitresses we’d ever had. She kept her personal drama to herself, ran drinks with a speed that rivaled the North Wind, and could quell a rising storm with a few well-chosen words. She was always a breath of fresh air.

      “Sorry I’m late,” she said as she breezed in and gave me a brief kiss on the cheek before picking up a tray of red wine. “The three lilin at table four are arguing about a shared boyfriend, but if you can get them a round of ciders before Mellie finishes packing the baby into his adorable pram out front, I bet I can distract them with the fact that their beau is going to start receiving AARP letters in the next five years.”

      I snorted and grabbed a six pack of local peach cider cans. “Get ‘em, girl.”

      With the wines balanced in one hand and the ciders in the other, she winked then blew right back out into the room, white-blond hair dancing down her back. I loved that girl.

      As Kaia took over running drinks to the tables, Argus made excuses to get off the floor and disappeared up into his office over the bar. I couldn’t blame him. There was a lot of feminine energy in the bar, and we’d barely gotten started.

      Within minutes, the fae of the hour arrived with his mother. Even high up on a step stool, grabbing a 20-year bottle of bourbon from the top shelf, I knew the moment Semele Tyne walked in. She pushed open the door, and a blast of cold winter air came rushing in, reaching me all the way back at the bar.

      Cooing gasps and shrieks of delight filled the air, but they were nothing compared to the taste overwhelming my senses. It was like little I’d experienced before: a symphony of flavors as the combined magic of all the fae in my bar flooded my senses. Strong floral and fruity notes undulated with earthy spices and verdant plants. I could taste sea salt, smoked tobacco, and rich loam that quickly morphed into bright citrus, green grass, and sweet caramel. It was ever-changing, ever-evolving, but no less assertive and powerful for its flux.

      What’s more, over it all, I could taste the honeyed apple flavor of Semele’s own magic. As with all the maenads, the taste of her danced on my tongue, effervescent and bubbling with optimism and potential. Her particular power was crisp and honeyed, sweet and bright, like a hint of autumn in the depths of winter, with a bite of cinnamon spice underneath it all. Her magic rose as she fed on the outpouring of love, and everything took on a slight veneer of that gingery kick she brought with her.

      The bar tasted so alive, I nearly lost my footing on the stool.

      “I got you,” Varon said, a hand to my lower back and another on my hip as I swooned and then stumbled down the two steps. He helped me down to a sitting position, taking the expensive bourbon and setting it aside until I collected myself.

      He stayed looking at me with concern as I took deep breaths to get a hold on all the magic I could taste. Something in me wanted to reach out and seize that power, claim it as my own, and direct it as I chose. I could make this entire bar dance to my whims, and my head spun with unrealized potential.

      I closed my eyes and pushed it away. No. My magic didn’t work like that. It never had. It wasn’t supposed to. I didn’t need power like that.

      Slowly, the mouth-watering draw of all that magic faded to the background of my mind. I became aware of Varon’s hand on my shoulder, rubbing lightly as he spoke softly. “You’re here. You’re okay. Come on back.”

      Opening my eyes, I could see that only a few seconds had passed. Mellie was still in the doorway, lifting baby Callum out of his stroller and looking every inch the proud mother as she cooed to him and then turned him to face the room.

      No one had noticed my episode on the stool. Other than Varon, that is.

      “Thank you,” I said as I patted his hand, still on my shoulder.

      “Yeah, well. Argus asked me to keep an eye on you,” Varon said, shrugging. He gave me a small squeeze and smile before going to help Semele relocate the stroller off to the side of the room.

      I gave myself a moment or two more to gather myself, bring myself back into my body. The taste of the magic still danced through me, tempting me, but I did my best to ignore it. I bit down on my tongue until the coppery tang of blood overshadowed everything else.

      My stubborn half-fae body immediately wanted to heal itself from the self-inflicted hurt, but I concentrated on the sharp pain in my mouth and clung to it. I needed this wound. I pushed away the tingle of cells wanting to stitch themselves back together and swallowed the blood that pooled in my mouth.

      I could get through this. The party would only last an hour or so.

      Grabbing a glass, I poured myself a quick shot of tequila and washed the red away from my teeth. It wouldn’t do to present as a frenzied redcap at a baby shower. Sprinkle. Whatever.

      Pressing my tongue to the roof of my mouth, I reached under the bar and pulled out one of the several cases of champagne I had chilled. Kaia and Jocelyn were ready to start handing out the glasses as I poured, and the maenad clan reached a frenzy of coos over the cuteness of their newest member.

      I had to admit, the kid was pretty adorable. He took after his mother with hair the color of winter wheat, an almost silvered honey color. He was peering around with wide cerulean eyes as he was passed from hand to hand, far more alert and aware than the average human would be at nearly three months old.

      Whether that precociousness was typical of fae babies or bacchans in particular, I wouldn’t know. I don’t know that many of us in the bar would. It didn’t stop all the girls marveling over his eye contact, his smiles, his ability to turn his head as champagne corks popped, or kick his abundance of wraps and blankets aside.

      It was decided: little baby Callum was the most perfect child ever born.

      Mellie soaked up the admiration and appreciation for the creature she’d brought us. She practically held court as she moved from group to group, hugging and kissing every one of her sisters, graciously accepting gifts, and enjoying the endless train of champagne and compliments. She looked amazing, with a new softness to her figure.

      When I’d first met her, she’d been a slight and willowy thing, resembling more a dryad than a maenad. Her long blond hair swirled in gentle waves and only emphasized her ethereality. Pregnancy had brought a fullness to her face and a roundness to her figure that was beautiful and sacred. When she had visited the Knoll over the fall, she had turned heads with her growing belly and maternal glow. Everyone wanted to be near her, to be close to the miracle happening in her.

      Now with the child born, she was the model mother figure, curved and soft and magical in a way that most fae only dream of.

      As the girls downed their drinks and destroyed plates of nachos and mac and cheese balls, mini tacos and sliders, their magic slowly settled and faded into the background. I was able to move about freely, shaking up cocktails, pouring wine, and directing my crew about the festive space.

      I had few chances to talk to anyone beyond comments about Mellie and the baby, and after a while, my responses became automatic. “Yes, she looks amazing.” “Callum really is a miracle.” “Maeve’s blessings on them both.” “No, you’re right. He’s definitely cuter than any of the Summer Court babies.”

      “I don’t know about that,” a haughty voice said from the edge of the bar. “I was a damn cute kid.”

      I was surprised to see who was there. For the first time in four months, one of my oldest friends, Shiro Harada, stood leaning against the bar. He was tall and lean, clothed in tailored black slacks, a well-fitted white shirt with French cuffs, and a set of diamond cufflinks. There was also the distinctive silver fern frond pin on his left breast pocket, signifying his loyalty to the Summer Court of Atlanta.

      “Oh yeah, you were a real fox,” I said dryly. Considering he was a descendant of Reynard the Fox on his father’s side and a kitsune on his mother’s, it was a cheap joke.

      He didn’t miss the edge in my tone, but he still offered a light chuckle before taking a stool at the end of the bar. “This little shindig seems to be in full swing.” He took in the gaggle of Mellie’s sister maenads holding up small shirts and pants and cooing, as a group of sylphs sampled the food trays and marveled over the new collection of soft books and colorful teething toys. Nearly every other eye in the place was directed toward the baby who had been passed back to his mother and was now enthusiastically nursing. “I can almost imagine that kid will do all right. Even without Court nurses, he will never want for babysitters with all these aunties around, will he?”

      “We take care of our own,” I said, less able to keep the sharpness out of my reply. “We may be solitary, but we’re not exactly alone.”

      Ignoring the fact that I wasn’t being entirely fair to him, I started to walk away. I knew it wasn’t his fault he’d been so absent from my life lately. I knew things were not great with his Court and my pub, and that Summer fae had been warned to stay away from me and mine. But I was still allowed to be upset that of all people, Shiro had followed orders.

      Last summer, Shiro had been one of the only ones who stood beside me when the Court refused to help. A pair of killers had threatened the solitary community, picking off patrons of this very bar, and the Summer Court turned its back on us. As I had searched for answers to keep my people safe, I’d found a Queen powerless to do anything, and a princess regent all too willing to let the disloyal solitary fae fend for ourselves.

      Never mind that Queen Illythia was my mother and the ruling princess, my sister Bryony. According to them, I had rejected my obligations to them long ago, so it was only fitting that they leave me and my entire community defenseless. Family justice is no justice at all.

      Despite his allegiances to the Summer Queen and her regent, Shiro had helped defend me, even going so far as to offer himself as my second in a royal duel against a Winter Queen. Though Mikka had ultimately been the one to fight and suffer for me, Shiro had been willing to put himself on the line. It could have been the end of his career with the Court, but he’d stood by me when I needed him most.

      Then he’d gone and accepted a promotion as primary scribe to my sister, and I’d hardly seen him since. I knew it wasn’t as simple as him choosing his career with the Court over our decades-long friendship, but it certainly felt like it as weeks went by without a word from him.

      I kept my back to him and pretended it took my entire concentration to uncork a bottle of cabernet. I twisted and pulled and grit my teeth against the frustration and hurt I felt that things were so weird between us. I couldn’t think of what to say to erase the tension that simmered.

      Thankfully, Shiro broke first. “Don’t be like that,” he said eventually. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to pick a fight.”

      Sighing, I turned to face him. “I know.”

      “And I’m sorry I haven’t been here.”

      “I know,” I repeated. “You’re not allowed to fraternize with the enemy.”

      He winced. “You’re not the enemy.”

      “I know that. You know that. But does Bryony still know that?”

      He gestured helplessly, his palms up and empty. “What she knows and what she reveals are always at odds. But this is uncomfortable. Let me change the subject. I brought a gift.” He gestured to a stuffed giraffe that stood near the entrance. It was over six feet tall, and Mikka couldn’t help giving it the side-eye as she sat her post on the stool by the door.

      “Mother, I’m guessing,” I said, smirking. There was no way Bryony would send something so ridiculous. There was no way she would send a gift in the first place, honestly. “Tell her that next time, a gift certificate is a lot easier to take home.”

      Shiro shuddered. “Second guess your mother? No. I value my life still.”

      “Fair enough,” I laughed, as I grabbed a shaker and the cognac to mix Shiro his favorite drink. One French Connection to restore our connection.

      Shiro shook his head, though. “No drink for me. I’m afraid I’m not staying.”

      The look on his face let me know it wasn’t his choice to drop the gift and dash away like he’d dropped a Molotov cocktail through the window. He was just following orders.

      “Time to scurry back to your mistress,” I said bitterly, as I slammed the shaker back down.

      “Shiv,” he started, but I cut him off.

      “No, it’s fine,” I said, doing my best to tamp down the heat of anger building in me. “It’s not your fault my sister is paranoid and doesn’t want you anywhere near me.”

      “Maybe she wouldn’t be so paranoid if you exercised a little more discretion,” he began.

      I gaped at him. “What?”

      He met my gaze directly. “I mean, you’re opening the Gate regularly, way more than is standard and for far longer than anyone would dare.”

      “There’s no law that determines how often I open the ways,” I protested. Not that the laws of the Summer Court would apply to me anyway.

      “And it’s letting in far more ambient magic than normal,” Shiro continued. “That alone would have the Court on edge.”

      “Oh, Mab forbid the solitary fae have access to an ounce more magic than the Courts would prefer!”

      “But on top of that,” Shiro ignored my sarcasm. “You’ve got known members of the Fair Folk passing through here regularly.”

      “We’re a way station. A pub! Everyone is welcome here. You know that.”

      “And that’s not a problem with most people. But the Fair Folk were the ones behind all the trouble last summer.”

      “Talisa and Hannah were the only ones who killed people,” I insisted, having been the one who finally faced them down and stopped the rogue members of the political group. “It had nothing to do with the Fair Folk.”

      “Oh, come on, Siobhan. You can’t be that naive.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “I’m just saying…” Shiro let his voice trail off.

      I wasn’t about to let him off the hook, though. “What are you saying? Exactly?”

      He took a deep breath and looked me directly in the eye. “I’m saying that if I didn’t know you better, I could maybe be convinced that you actually were in league with the Fair Folk.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Shiro was suggesting exactly what my sister had believed of me when she’d ordered me to Court to defend myself. That I was power hungry and willing to do whatever it took to put myself on a throne. Whether that be killing innocent fae and stealing their powers through their blood or throwing in with an ambitious political group that hated everything the Courts stood for, she had believed me capable of it.

      And Shiro was here acting like that was a reasonable thing to think. “But you do,” I said softly, blinking away tears.

      “Do what?”

      “Know better. You know better than to believe that. Right?”

      Shiro opened his mouth but then quickly closed it. He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head as he stood from his stool. “I know you wouldn’t do anything to hurt your friends. Not on purpose, anyway.”

      A hand clapped down on his shoulder. “Time to go, Courtier,” Mikka said. She was tall, dark, and radiated a drake’s angry heat. “You made my friend cry. I’ll escort you out.”

      "No need.” Shiro stood and without another glance at either of us, he pushed past her and out of the bar, back to the palace that owned him.

      Mikka watched me as I wiped at my face. “You okay?”

      “Fine,” I said, trying to ignore the feelings of hurt and bewilderment. How could Shiro think that of me? That I was exactly as treacherous as Bryony had always thought?

      I didn’t want any trouble. I just wanted to serve drinks, take care of my people, and steer clear of the messy politics of my family and the Fairy Courts. Was it so much to ask that people believe that?

      Mikka didn’t seem to be paying me much heed, though. She had a distant look on her face as she turned and watched the maenads laughing and carrying on around baby Callum. Clearly, the brief flirtation with Brynn and Carissa hadn’t cut through her melancholy.

      “What about you?” I asked. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine,” she echoed automatically.

      I should have known a little bit of flirting wouldn’t fix what was wrong with Mikka.

      I still didn’t know all of what happened to her when she entered the Summer Court’s dueling ring on my behalf. I knew that Lada, the Winter Queen she faced, had poisoned her mind with something so terrible that Mikka had been willing to kill herself rather than continue to fight. I knew the fierce, fearless drake that had entered the dueling circle was not the one who came out. Whether it was the lies the Ice Queen fed her, or the fact that I had then used stolen magic to wrestle her back from death, whatever changed her still had its grips in her.

      What a pair we made.

      “Well, come on, then,” I said as brightly as I could. “This is a party, right?”

      Mikka blinked at me. “Yay for the crotch goblin,” she said as dryly as if she were celebrating an empty keg.

      Somehow that cut through my fake cheer and pulled out a genuine laugh. “That’s the spirit!”

      And though Mikka shook her head as she walked back to her stool, but I could see the edges of a smile on her lips. It was enough for now.
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      By the time a million presents had been opened, several cases of prosecco had been drunk, and a metric ton of brisket nachos and southern eggrolls had been consumed, I thought the party would finally wind down. The guests were in the highest spirits, the guest of honor had gone down for his second nap of the event, and I worried Mellie’s face would get stuck in a permanent grin.

      But no one showed any signs of slowing down. People were actually still arriving. I was about to have to go down to the cellar to get another case of wine. These fae were drinking like someone else was paying. Mostly because he was. The whole shindig was once again being sponsored by the maenads’ favorite billionaire benefactor Thierry Kellan.

      He’d footed the bill for several events at the Knoll over the past year, and despite making his home base in New York, I heard he was now a regular at the Atlanta Court. I did my best to steer clear of the royal palace as much as possible, though, and since the elusive fae never came into the Knoll himself, I’d yet to meet him. I didn’t much mind, so long as he continued to spend freely and tip generously.

      I’d keep pulling out crates of bubbles if the girls kept drinking and Kellan kept paying.

      Though I did hope the party would die down soon. My head was swimming with the bubbly prosecco taste of the party-goers’ manic energy. I’d either need to take a break to catch my breath soon or risk another magic overload. Varon was preoccupied with clearing the tables and dodging roaming maenad hands, so he might not be able to catch me falling off another ladder.

      That boy was about to be snatched up by someone hungry for a good time. Or more likely, a couple someones.

      I shook my head laughing. There were worse ways to go.

      Mikka, meanwhile, was still perched by the back door, barely listening to a human man talking her ear off. Someone should have warned him that Mikka almost exclusively dated women, and femme-presenting ones at that. Poor guy was wasting his time.

      Surprisingly, I noted a sizable contingent of humans celebrating today. They mingled with the assorted crowd, only occasionally raising an eyebrow at silver eyes, scaled complexions, fur, and talons on some of my regulars. Each of the humans seemed well-adjusted to fae without glamours and were polite and respectful as they sipped at their cocktails. I noticed one or two with small vials of blood on chains around their necks or wrists, a sure sign that they were partnered with one of my patrons.

      Blood sharing had once been a condemned practice amongst our kind, only practiced by the uncivilized underclasses of fae. Lately though, it wasn’t just the redcaps and hinkies trading magic.

      What I didn’t see was any evidence of the usual Summer Court monitors. Bryony probably thought I hadn’t noticed her lackies coming in and lurking by the doors, listening to private conversations, and drinking only soda waters and juices.

      They were more than welcome to come and enjoy themselves, but it was obvious to anyone paying attention that most of the regally dressed sidhe and elemental fae in my very laid-back pub were there only on orders. They certainly weren’t having fun whenever they hovered over the table of clurichaun listening for any whispers of sedition. The Court should really train their stooges in subtlety.

      It’s good they missed the memo on this particular party. It was private.

      I scrambled down into the cellar to find one last case of prosecco to add to Thierry Kellan’s tab and emerged to find Argus stepping up on to the stage on the far wall of the bar. At seven feet tall, he already dwarfed anyone else in the bar, but up on the raised platform, he towered over all and drew every eye to him.

      His booming voice rose. “I would like to propose a toast!”

      Every voice echoed in unison. “A toast!” Raised glasses glinted in the artificial lights of the large wrought-iron chandeliers that hung down from our high ceilings.

      “Mellie, we are so happy for you,” Argus continued in a lower tone. “Over the past few months, we have gotten to know you better, and I consider you a vital part of the Greenwood Knoll family. You have blossomed into a beautiful mother, and we could not be happier to finally meet our newest and most promising young nephew.”

      Semele beamed and blinked away tears, while her sister Brynn wrapped an arm around her and squeezed.

      “Of course, the introduction of young Callum here today means more than just another cause for celebration. Though, no one would deny you as many parties as you want to throw here.” He signaled to me, and I popped the cork on yet another bottle.

      As if on cue, the bar cheered with one voice. Argus might be gruff and antisocial on most days, but the man could work a crowd like no one else.

      “No, Callum is more than just a welcome addition to our extended family. He is more than a comfort to his mother and more than a miracle to her sisters. He is a gift from the gods, because Callum is a symbol.”

      The bar had gone quiet as Argus spoke. Semele’s beatific smile sharpened, as she hung on every word. Her maenad sisters clutched at one another as they nodded, and even the humans developed a hungry light in their eyes.

      “This boy is a symbol that life is possible. The birth of such a child to a solitary fae, a healthy, hale child to someone outside the Courts is rare. The Summer Court would like us to believe such a birth impossible. That we need their fertility measures, their breeding programs, to bring new life into this Iron Realm. They want us to believe that to survive as a people, we must rely on them and their measured magic for everything. That we must give up our freedoms to live, and love, and fuck as we wish. But Callum is proof that they are wrong.”

      A cheer rang out, as the girls whooped in agreement. Their enthusiasm urged Argus louder, and the prosecco taste in the air became peppered with notes of lemon and sharp green apple.

      “Callum and his precious mother remind us that something greater is within reach. The solitary fae of this realm are capable of so much more than we even dreamed. When we are free to determine our own paths, we will not just survive. We will thrive! We don’t need Queens and their protections to grant us permission to be everything we can be. We don’t need them to dictate the circumstances by which we further our lines. And we don’t need to wait on those Queens to dribble out the magic that is our birthright.”

      He turned then to look at me, and a taste of pipeweed and salty brine brushed over my tongue. The room warmed, and I felt my breath catch as my world expanded. For a moment, I could see myself through his eyes, standing behind the bar, wild black coils shaking as I trembled with the power that flowed through the room. My deep topaz skin shone, and my citrine eyes flashed with barely contained magic.

      I struggled to separate myself from his perception, to pull myself back into my own body. But his presence was too powerful. He controlled the room, and I was filled with the strength of his magic. I couldn’t even stop to consider how it was possible, that I was able to access his magic without connecting to the Gate first. It was out of my control. I was out of my control.

      Unaware or unconcerned, Argus surged forward with his speech, pulling the entire bar along with his conviction.

      “Through the Gates, we have the means of accessing our own power. That power has been bounded in the past, locked and controlled by the capricious whims of our Queens who control our access to Fairy. We as a solitary people have had to slowly accumulate power over weeks of patience, rationing our strength and hoping that what we held in our veins was enough to get us through the next trickle of magic we could get. We have been limited by the willingness of others to weaken themselves that others might thrive.”

      Argus spoke of the sacred duty of Gate Keepers to open the ways twice a day. We bled ourselves, giving up our own personal power and magic to hold the Gate open and allow magic to trickle freely into this realm from Fairy. It was a duty he, and I, and all those here at the Knoll took seriously.

      It was a duty that had been sullied last year when Talisa, my one-time lover, and her human accomplice Hannah had taken it upon themselves to sacrifice others to gain more magic for themselves. They’d drained other fae, people they called friends, held the Gate open longer to give them more access to their power, all in an attempt to further their political aims.

      Argus continued. “We know that any one of us would be willing to take those sacrifices on. That we would bleed if it would strengthen our community, our family.” I saw some of the humans subconsciously reach for their vials of borrowed magic. Someone had bled to give them a measure of power. “But there is another way. We are no longer bound by the rule of Queens. We can open the ways any time we want, without waiting for approval by those that don’t rule us. If they’re willing to take a stand, we have our own leaders and those who can bring us together as a people, a truly equitable and fair folk. We have strength in our unity if we can follow it. Our own people will be our liberation.”

      He stared me down long enough, that others picked up on what he was talking about. The maenads, sylphs, dryads, and even the humans of the party turned to smile at me. They knew. They knew that I could open the Gate without a blood sacrifice. That I could open the Ways between the realms with only a thought. That I was the reason they had enjoyed more ambient magic throughout Atlanta for the past several months.

      Maybe Shiro had a point after all.

      Still, I struggled to meet their eyes, as their own mania increased. They were riding an emotional high, and the unique gift of maenads was to amplify feelings. They were feeding off of Argus’s energy, pouring that power into one another, and all of it was filtering through me as I stood there paralyzed. I could feel them all, taste their unique magical signatures. Pear and honey, lemongrass and peach, wisteria and citrus and honeydew and lime and chamomile and and and…

      Argus didn’t stop. “The time of Queens is nearing its end, my friends. Soon, no Queen will be able to deny us our right to magic. No Queen will stand between us and the fair exercise of power. No one will deny us freedom. My friends, the old ways are dying. Now is the time for a new path forward. It is the time of the Fair Folk!”

      Another cheer rose up, and in a moment the Knoll disappeared as the wave of their energy seized control of me. I could do nothing but ride it as the tide surged, drowning out all perception. All sight, sound, smell, was overwhelmed by knowledge and the taste of each of their desires.

      Carissa’s hopes had a sweet softness to them, a peach-fuzz newness to the prosecco hope of her dreams. She had recently bought a house in the suburbs and was excited to start a family of her own. Semele’s success with Callum gave her hope that it was possible, and she was hard on the hunt for not just a night’s pleasure, but a stable father for her children. Varon would do nicely. Or maybe one of the young hobgoblin busboys. Milo had a youthful charm about him.

      Milo was eying Elea, one of the youngest of the maenads who had recently shed her braids for an array of bantu knots that showed off her delicate bone structure. She looked like a bird with hollow bones, perched for flight as her bright eyes darted around the room, but Milo knew from experience that she was strong enough to pin him up against the stairs when she was in the mood. His hunger for her was tinged with hops and grounded with a maltiness that bordered on sweet.

      Tasting of saffron, cardamom, rhubarb, and chamomile, Meara, who was lurking in the doorway of the kitchen was contemplating planting some specialty herbs off the back of the Knoll. She’d heard that if enough ambient magic was coming through the Gate, that it might be possible to maintain a usable garden. If what Argus said was true, she could save herself the weary trip back to Fairy and avoid having to beg for some of her favorite spices.

      At his post by the door, tasting of smoke, toffee, and a salty finish, Varon had nothing in his mind but Argus’s words. He was filled with hate and anger, with hunger. After what happened to his sister, he hated the Fairy Courts more than ever. They’d robbed Mikka of her vitality, of her spirit. She was barely hanging on, and it was all because of the evil Queens at the heart of the whole system. Lada, Bryony, weak Illythia who faded away into her carnal blamelessness, they were all at fault for Mikka’s pain. He would gladly watch them and their Courts burn if it would bring his sister’s fire back.

      Kaia, Jocelyn, Tobin, and the small group of clurichaun that had gathered in the front room. All of them were laid bare to me, until I couldn’t keep their thoughts separate. I didn’t know who was friend or foe, worried or elated. The voices and thoughts swirled through me.

      Above it all was the fact that Shiro was right.

      No one present could deny that Argus was in open rebellion against the Queens of Fairy. And that the majority of my customers were in league with him. The Fair Folk saw me as the one who would lead them to this new future they envisioned, and that made me a threat to my mother the Queen.

      Argus’s voice just penetrated my dissociated state. “So, again, I would like to propose a toast.”

      “A toast!” The roar of the crowd rocked me as my vision danced with a haze of purple tinged green light. Thoughts flowed without ceasing, eddying around each other in a turbulent maelstrom of magic and identity.

      “To Callum and Semele, and all they represent for the future!”

      “To the future!” The voices screamed out in jubilation, their power surged, and the world disappeared.
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      I swooned as it all overtook me, crying out in an ecstatic moan. I could have exploded into a million stars or melted into a sticky puddle of ice cream or burst into an inferno and consumed the entire bar. I was there, and then I was everywhere and nowhere. Everything and nothing at once.

      Until a voice and a touch brought me back.

      “Siobhan, I’m here. Hang on,” the voice said.

      I had the sensation of movement. Of a body. It jolted me from the nothingness. Reminded me I was something. Someone. Somewhere.

      Then the world returned. And the voices that filled it. And I felt them all tumbling out through my lips, desperate to be spoken, to be brought to life with my voice. I had to speak them. They were more real than I was.

      “He’s right you know? I know. We could do so much. We’re more than they ever bargained for.”

      “I think I had too much to drink. I should ask for a ride.”

      “Is that report due tomorrow or Friday?”

      “She could change it all for us, if she wanted to. Did you feel what she did? What that means?”

      “We’ll find where they hurt. They’ll never know what hit them.”

      “I don’t care. I need him licking where I’m slicking, if you know what I’m saying.”

      “There, right there.” Yes. That voice. Gasping in pleasure as skilled fingers found their target. That voice was mine. And it was out loud.

      An intake of breath as something broke through the cacophony inside of me. Warm tingling centered deep inside me, responding to something physical, carnal. Real.

      I focused on that feeling in my core and chased it. Let it grow and chased toward its climax.

      “They should really get more fans in here. It’s stifling.”

      “His blood makes me sing.”

      “She’s not our salvation. She can barely get through a shift.”

      “But she’s channeling the Gate. You felt it.”

      “It’s already paid for. I don’t know why I can’t take a bottle or two with me.”

      “Yes! Rhys, yes. There. Right there.” Me again. I recognized the taste of them finally. The feel of their forked tongue as it darted around my sensitive earlobe, and their fingers as they found my center and coaxed me back into my body.
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