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      Excruciating pain in my midsection was the first thing that broke through my unconsciousness and pulled me awake. A heavy weight crushing my chest and making it difficult to breathe was the second sensation to hit me. The third was radiating waves of searing heat. Last was my final memories before darkness hit.

      I was standing on the steps of the round, domed building at Crown Point. The barest hint of remaining daylight was enough to lend shape to the vague outlines surrounding me. To the north, on the river side, was a coven of mages, with Florence at the center, holding hands in a semi-circle and chanting. To the west, silhouetted by the setting sun, a line of vampires with Sam, flanked by Marie and Petrina, at the center stepped forward and joined hands. The northern-most vampire reached out to the western-most mage and the two quarter-circles became a semi-circle.  To the south, with their backs to the rising hills, Rebecca stood in the center of a line of thirteen shifters. I looked for other familiar faces and saw Christopher and Luis. Luis waved slightly, and Rebecca smiled and winked, then her line joined hands and linked to the vampires.  To the east were the Fae. I recognized Arduinna in the center, and at her right hand was Connor. She nodded to me and then the quarter-circle of Fae clasped hands and then joined the circle, completing it and releasing a surge of power.

      I faced Raj, and he looked at me then pulled his sword from the sheath at his waist and waited for my word.

      The power built and pulsed around us, and the energy of the gate forming in front of me pulled my limbs taut without yanking them into the elevated X I was used to. I shivered in fear and anticipation. “I love you.”

      “I know,” he replied.

      He raised the sword, and I swallowed, steeling myself for the blow. I bent my head so I wouldn’t have to watch, then everything went to shit.

      Raj gasped, and I looked up in time to see the light starting to fade from his eyes. He slumped forward. The sword continued the momentum he’d started and plunged into my abdomen. He collapsed into my arms, pushing the sword further into me, and we fell. I had enough time to see Finn standing behind him holding a stake that glinted silver in the moonlight. Darkness obscured my vision, though my eyes were still open, then fire burst forth singing my hair and causing spots to dance in the darkness.

      The last thing I heard was “Oh my goddesses, the volcanoes.”

      I pried open my eyes, faces and names fading fast already, and glanced around, careful not to move my body—not that it seemed likely my body was going to move any time soon. Fire arced over me creating a perfect dome. It was noonish, or thereabouts. The sun hung high overhead, barely visible through the orange flame curtain. I was baking on the granite beneath me—although whether that was due more to the afternoon sun or the fire, I wasn’t sure.

      One problem at a time. I tucked my chin and looked down towards my chest to determine the source of the pressing weight. Raj’s sword was no longer piercing my midsection, which was good, but the weight of it lying diagonally across my torso wasn’t enough to explain my lungs’ inability to fully expand. I tested my arms. They moved, although the motion made muscles I didn’t even know I had scream in agony. I moved to grab the sword and brushed against something soft. I held it in front of my eyes. The bright red and gold barbs were singed almost all the way to shaft, and ash slowly dusted down onto my chest as I examined it. In seconds, the entire feather disintegrated. My phoenix feather must have been good for something after all. I grasped the hilt of the sword in my right hand, reminded myself that Raj had had a feather, too, and then pulled the sword off my body. Once it was by my side, the weight that’d been holding me down vanished.

      I was naked—because of course I was—but my questing fingers didn’t find any external signs of my recent stabbing. Dull pain radiating through my abdomen and throbbing in time with my rapidly beating heart indicated there were still some internal signs of my gut wound, although not enough to account for the disembowelment I’d expected. I was infinitely sorer than the time I’d decided, after months of inactivity, to try the gym’s boot camp class followed by a surprise intro to rock climbing class on a first—and only—date. For a week, I’d almost passed out every time I’d sneezed, laughed, or sat down.

      I needed help to get out of here and figure out what was going on. I reached out to Raj through our mental link—sure, he’d been staked, but he was old and strong and mine, and I needed him to be invulnerable. He wasn’t the best person to help me right now—vampires and high noon weren’t the best combination—but he’d at least know what was going on. I hit a brick wall, and that’s when I remembered.

      That motherfucking bastard of an elf had wielded a silver stake.

      Fear gripped me and the flames arching over me intensified as waves of panic overwhelmed me. I tried to tamp it down—both emotionally and literally. It’d be a pretty crappy end to survive a ritual sacrifice only to become a victim of accidental self-immolation.

      I concentrated on the fire, shoving my emotions to the back of my mind where they belonged. There’d be time enough to panic later—when I was physically safe and in control of the situation. The flames weren’t being particularly responsive, but I wasn’t sure if that was because I was weak or because the flames had an external source. I wondered if Florence had seen this end, if she’d known I’d survive and Raj wouldn’t. Tears leaked out of my eyes while I tried to swallow the lump in my throat. A year ago, I would’ve laughed at the concept of a soul mate and now I was mourning mine. I tamped down the fury that Florence could’ve known and said nothing. Other than a random prophecy or two that hadn’t come with anything but vague foreboding, I didn’t know what it was like to see the future—to see several possible futures. She kept all that dark and terrible knowledge to herself. The future was mutable. Her gifts were not infallible. And people—myself included—do not always react well to foretellings of death and destruction.

      My head tilted back, and I drew in a deep breath. I exhaled in a slow steady stream through my nose, then repeated the cycle until my heart rate calmed and I could think rationally again.

      A small rock that seemed to increase in size by the minute dug into my left butt cheek, and sweat sprung up all over my body and dripped slowly and irritatingly down every crevice and cranny, finding every nick, cut, and scrape that hadn’t healed while my body repaired my mortal wound.

      I sighed. There was no help for it. If I was going to get out of here, find my vampire, and see how much of the world I’d broken, I was going to have to sit up.

      Pulling from the experience gained in the five yoga classes I’d gone to in college, I rolled over onto my right side oh-so-slowly and pulled my knees towards my mid-section. Once the cartoon stars and chirping birds that accompanied the pain of movement had mostly dissipated, I propped myself up on one elbow and pulled myself into a sitting position. Sweat trickled down my neck and traced a slow, irritating path down my back. I pulled the sword onto my lap to help me focus, and again the weight of it was astounding.

      There’d been four groups of thirteen people surrounding me when the sacrifice had happened and the final gate between this world and the Fae Plane had opened—one group for each of the four major supernatural contingents in both worlds. Their circle had been right about where the fire’s perimeter was now. I didn’t see any bodies and hoped everyone had escaped. It’s possible—probable even—that the more disinterested watchers had left me for dead and headed back to wherever they’d traveled from after the gate had opened. They were only there to lend their strength—the strength that had sealed the passages between planes—to open the final gate and permit passage between the worlds. No reason to linger—not when the prophecies had all referenced my sacrifice at the end of the demon-forged and Fae-tempered blade that Raj had carried for a thousand years. The sword I was holding right now.

      But, even if the majority of the witnesses had dissipated, I would’ve expected a few to stay behind, either to keep vigil over my body or prepare it for burial. The Alphas of the Black Hills and St. Louis packs—Rebecca and Christopher—were friends, or at least close acquaintances. Sam was Raj’s sire as Raj was Petrina’s, but it was daylight. The one person who wasn’t here that I really expected—needed—to be here was Florence. She was my bestie for life and near-constant companion on my quest, not to mention witch extraordinaire and the woman who’d taught me how to take my alternate form. And she wasn’t here.

      There was nothing to gain from looking back and speculating on anyone else’s motivations. When I found people, I could learn the truth. Until then, I needed to keep moving forward. I closed my eyes and reached out to the fiery dome surrounding me. I wondered briefly if the spectators had believed it to be my funeral pyre, then shut down that line of thought before I could get too much further.

      I centered myself—finding the spot inside me that allowed me to feel balanced—then reached down to tie my balance to the earth’s, grounding myself. This was usually instinctive, but I was injured, tired, and confused, and I didn’t want to make any mistakes.

      I opened my eyes and looked—and then looked again with my magical sight. The fire was definitely coming from me. It must have been instinctive self-preservation. I hoped that Finn had been caught in the firestorm but knew I could never be so lucky. He’d likely teleported out the instant Raj had collapsed. Florence’s insistence that he was necessary had spared him so many times over the last year. Well, that and my reluctance to end the only friend I’d known before this all started, no matter how terrible he’d turned out to be.

      The source of the flames was deep in my gut, and although I couldn’t be sure, it felt like it was centered in the last part of me to heal. I shut it down and winced as the pain from my stabbing woke up. The fire flared once then died so suddenly that my ears popped and the silence that followed nearly deafened me. I looked around again now that my vision was unimpeded. I didn’t see another living soul. Even better, I didn’t see any dead people.

      I tried to redirect the energy that had been spent in feeding the flames into healing me enough that I could stand. With a groan, I remembered how badly my feet had hurt during the epic hike portion of my journey and spent a moment trying to decide if dying of exposure on Crown Point was better or worse than going forward on still-tired feet.

      Then I remembered that I could fly. There was no reason to walk out of here. I was alone. There were no rules that I was aware of. The magic had returned. I’d stay away from populated areas, of course. No need to panic a populace already freaking out from whatever changes they’d experienced over the last year. They might be coming around to the idea of vampires and werewolves, but they probably weren’t ready for me.

      I pulled myself slowly to my feet, laid the sword down on the ground, and went within to find my dragon self. I closed my eyes in pleasure as I felt my body shift and change and then screamed in pain as my injured abdominal cavity moved to accommodate the difference between human and dragon anatomy. I was panting and crying by the time I finished my change, and if I’d been able to sweat in my dragon form, I’d be dripping.

      I picked up the sword with my front claws and prepared to launch myself into the sky. My first priority was to find Raj. My second was to find Florence and Petrina—wherever Florence was, I knew Petrina would be nearby. My third was to find Finn and see how he liked being stabbed.

      I took off and flew in increasingly large circles around the area. It occurred to me that I didn’t know how much time had passed since I’d been stabbed. It felt like less than a day, and I wasn’t starving—at least not any more than usual—but the healing I’d experienced indicated a lot more time had passed. Oregon had been my home, and I’d traveled this area extensively in the thirty-four years I’d lived here before the Fae had dropped into my life, declared me one of their own, and sent me on a quest of destruction. But although I’d never seen it from quite this angle, it didn’t look right. Portland had been the home of the first gate, and this region had suffered the most. I wasn’t expecting cars on the ribbon of I-84, but I’d expected something. Movement. Signs of life. Boats on the river in the middle of the afternoon on a hot, summer day.

      Nothing. Silence. No insects. No birds—which maybe they were avoiding me. No people. No Florence.

      I landed in the middle of the freeway and tried to use the Force to figure out where Florence was. We’d shared magic, and it seemed logical that I could find her that way. I didn’t hit a brick wall like I had when I attempted to kindle my connection with Raj, but I didn’t find anything that would lead me to her other than a subtle pull to the northeast.

      After circling further and further east for an hour or so and confirming it was even more uninhabited than it had been prior to the final gate opening, I flew towards the interstate and the Columbia River and located a small town to spend the night in and make some plans. I wanted a Taco Bell, a six pack of beer, and clothes, but the world had moved on since the gate energy had disrupted all modern technology and destroyed things like Crunchwrap Supremes and refrigeration and small-town diners. I landed outside of town, changed back to my human form so as not to alarm any remaining townsfolk, reminded myself that I was really at my best naked, and walked into Mystic, Oregon.

      My first pass down the dusty main street confirmed the town truly was abandoned. It didn’t look like there’d been a lot to the town before the gates, but now it was nothing but a few boarded-up buildings that looked like their better days had been decades ago, a post office whose windows grinned with jagged, jack-o’-lantern teeth, a small diner called “Jo Mama’s” that boasted the “best gift shoppe on the Columbia River,” “Papa Joe’s” gas station, and a General Store. I walked into Jo Mama’s hoping I’d be able to find some shelf stable food and a t-shirt to call my own. I found the latter, along with a pair of novelty boxers, but not the former, and I kicked myself for not heading back to Portland instead. I wasn’t sure what had drawn me east instead of west, but whatever it was probably could’ve waited until I’d been fed.

      The rest of the town—if you could even still call it that—was nothing more than a handful of decrepit single-family houses that showed signs of having been abandoned much longer than the year since the world had started changing. There wasn’t anything to eat or drink anywhere else, so I headed back to the diner. I found a dusty case of Coca Cola in a storage room and decided that would have to do for dinner.

      After drinking a six-pack’s worth of Coke, I sat down on the front steps of the diner, looked out over the short Main Street of Mystic, and grounded and centered my magic, following the steps I’d taken when I was first learning and not giving in to instinct and my sense of urgency.

      I felt a faint trickle of magic beneath me and pulled it into me, replenishing my stores as much as I could with such a scanty supply. When my veins were buzzing with the faint electricity of wild magic, I erected shields designed to protect me from outside interference and dropped the shields I usually kept tightly wrapped around my mind. I reached out along the cord that tied me to Raj and opened myself up as wide as I could. For a moment, I thought something was happening. I sped along the cord, gaining speed and hope in equal measures. The brick wall appeared too suddenly for me to stop, and I crashed into it full-tilt. A reaction headache bloomed, and I slumped in disappointment and despair. A quick try proved that the connection was lost—at least for tonight.

      I was exhausted. Between being stabbed, generating a long-lasting protective fire, healing, and flying about, I was running on fumes. I hoped the caloric content of a few more Cokes would be enough to get me somewhere with food—and maybe even a bed—tomorrow. Tonight, I was sleeping at Jo Mama’s.
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      I woke with a start, rolled off the padded booth I’d decided would be a better bed than the gray and sticky floor, and banged my head on the table when I tried to stand up. Once I’d crawled out from under the table and taken a defensive posture, sword at the ready, I realized my abdomen had barely twinged. I did a couple experimental torso twists to verify, but I was mostly healed up.

      Body check taken care of, I pushed my attention outward. Something had startled me. It was dark, and even with my enhanced eyesight, there was so little light available that I could barely make out the shapes of the tables and chairs scattered haphazardly throughout the room.

      I walked as lightly as I could towards the outline of the door, straining my ears for any sign that I wasn’t alone. I banged my hip into a table, tripped over a chair, and fell noisily to the ground. “Motherfucker!”

      So much for stealth.

      “Eleanor?”

      I shot upright, hitting my head again, and asked hesitantly, “Florence?”

      Before I could register what was going on, I was caught up in a hug so hard that I felt my ribs creak. “Ow! Florence! Put me down.”

      “Oh, I am so sorry,” she said. “You must be injured still. Did I do any damage?”

      “I’m mostly better,” I said. “You just have a very strong grip.”

      She laughed. “I knew you wouldn’t die.”

      “Did you? You might have shared that with the class. It might have made things easier for me and Raj if we’d known.” I faltered. Raj. I felt tears spring to my eyes.

      Florence must not have been able to read me—or was deliberately not reading me—for she continued. “I wasn’t one hundred percent certain and didn’t want to give false hope. There were so many futures at play, and the best ones all were predicated on you not knowing what they were. If you’d known, you might have done things differently, and we wouldn’t have the results we have today.”

      “And those are?” I couldn’t see her, but I sensed that she was staring at me blankly. “I woke up naked and alone and covered in a dome of fire. I don’t know what happened.”

      “What’s the last thing you remember?” Florence asked. “If you get me as far as your memory goes, I can take you the rest of the way.”

      “Raj stabbing me, and Finn staking Raj.” I flinched again as I said his name. I couldn’t ask, though. I wasn’t ready for finality. I’d lost Isaac to the grips of a madwoman determined to see him mad, too. He’d been my first love. Then I lost Emma just as we were becoming friends. Isaac had traded his freedom for her life—he’d been her first love, too—and I couldn’t keep her safe. She’d died at the hands of a human intent on eliminating the supernatural disease. I couldn’t bear it if I’d lost Raj, too.

      “I didn’t see Finn,” Florence said. I hated not being able to see her face.

      “Can we go somewhere with some light?” I asked. “How did you find me? Where are you staying? Is Petrina with you? Have you—” my voice broke, “seen Raj?”

      “So many questions,” she said. “I’ll answer as many as I can. We can go somewhere with light, but it’ll be a bit of a journey. I set a spell to notify me when the fire dome disappeared. I headed there, but by the time I arrived, you were gone. I tracked your residual energy until it disappeared, then took a chance and came here. Um…next question was?”

      “Where are you staying? Petrina?”

      “We are in Hood River. Gorgeous town. Petrina is definitely there with me. As for your last question…no. Raj isn’t with us.”

      My shoulders drooped.

      “Don’t lose hope,” Florence said. “He’s a thousand-year-old vampire.”

      “Can you sense him?” I demanded.

      “My magic is working unreliably at present.”

      That must be why she wasn’t reading my mind. Lack of ability and not interest.

      “Have you eaten?”

      “No.” My stomach growled loudly to emphasize the point.

      “Okay,” Florence said, decision made. “Let’s go to where Petrina and I are set up. There’s lantern light, and I have your things so you can change. Once you’ve eaten and dressed, we’ll fill you in. And then you can answer some questions for me.”

      “This is the best plan ever,” I said fervently.  “I don’t suppose you have any beer? I feel like I might deserve a drink after the last…how many days has it been, anyway?”

      “Five weeks,” Florence said.

      I stopped moving. I felt my jaw unhinge and couldn’t muster up the will to close my gaping mouth.

      “I’m sorry,” I squeaked. “Did you say five weeks? How? What is going on in the world? How?”

      “Five weeks,” she said. “Just wait until we get out of town. This place gives me the wig. After all, what’s a few more minutes when it’s been more than a month?”

      I grumbled but was left with no other choice but to follow her in silence.

      We followed the interstate west. It was eerie walking on the wide expanse of highway with no cars or light. The moon was a barely visible sliver in the sky, but I couldn’t tell if it was waxing or waning.

      “Waning,” Florence said. “Tomorrow’s the new moon.”

      Her mind-reading skills were returning.

      “There was something odd in that place,” she said. “It blocked me from reading you or using much of my magic at all. Fortunately, it was a tiny town, and you are not as silent as other shifters and Fae I’ve known. If I’d had to search for you or rely on my own magical senses, it would’ve taken me much longer to find you.”

      So much for my attempts at stealth.

      “You fell off a table within the first seconds of sensing my presence,” Florence reminded me. It sounded like she was trying not to laugh. “Stealth was kind of moot at that point, don’t you think?”

      She had a point, but I refused to vocalize it for her. I was feeling a little grumpy. I’d gotten cold sleeping in nothing but a t-shirt and boxers, and my central processing unit was a bit sluggish. I changed my wish from a cold beer to a gallon of hot coffee. Lattes. Americanos. A large Stumptown drip with a dollop of cream.

      And pancakes. I would cheerfully kill someone for a short stack. No—I corrected myself as my stomach rumbled painfully—a tall stack. A dragon-sized stack. And five pigs worth of bacon. Or five pigs. That’d do. “Do you think there are any farms around here?” I asked, trying to sound casual.

      “I’m not loosing a dragon to terrorize the countryside and carry off the farmers’ prize flocks,” Florence said. “It’s just too cliché.”

      “How far are we walking?” I asked.

      “We’re holed up in a motel in Hood River.”

      “There’ll be food and a bed and coffee?”

      “All of those things,” Florence assured me. “There’s also beer.”

      “I take back all the mean things I was thinking about you,” I said.

      “I know you didn’t mean them. A hungry dragon is a cranky dragon.”

      “Are we walking all the way? I’m not sure I can do that on a five-weeks empty stomach and bare feet.”

      “No, but the short walk we do have gives you time to satisfy all your curiosity.”

      “All?”

      “Ha. No. But your earlier questions. After the gate opened, all the volcanoes in the Cascades—dormant or otherwise—erupted in a lava fire-show usually reserved for tourist videos of Hawaii. The eruptions ceased almost as suddenly as they started, though. When attention turned back towards you, the dome of fire encased the gate site. Petrina and I camped in the woods for the first couple weeks, along with Rebecca, Christopher, and Luis. Connor the elf popped in from time to time as well. After the second week, the shifters drifted off—I believe Rebecca was going to spend time with the local pack before returning to her pack in the Black Hills, but Christopher and Luis headed back to St. Louis. I haven’t seen Connor since then either.”

      “Connor the elf? Who’s…” My voice trailed off as I got back the rest of my memories from my last day before the gate. “Ah…the jerk who claimed to be from my father’s realm and was much too knowledgeable about my destiny.” I stumbled a bit on the still-warm asphalt. Florence reached out to steady me, and I grabbed her hand before it dropped away. “Thank you for staying.”

      She squeezed my hand before dropping it. “News from the world is unreliable. There’s no effective central government anymore. The regional governors have carte blanche to do whatever they please, and President Murphy is trying to figure out how to use the federal military to regain control. There’s no power anywhere in the US now, as far as we know.”

      “What about the ley lines?”

      “In the process of being mapped, taxed, tolled, exploited, and made exclusive,” Florence said. “They’re prohibitively expensive to use. The government needs to start regulating them. Private enterprises and corrupt governors are controlling all long-distance travel now.”

      I sighed. I wanted to be shocked and dismayed, but all I could muster was disappointment.

      “How far is it to Hood River?” I was already limping.

      “About thirty miles.”

      “But we’re not walking that far, right?”

      “Have a little faith, Eleanor,” Florence said. “I can teleport us there once I get a little further away from Mystic.”

      “You can? You can do that?”

      She didn’t answer, but I could almost hear her smug smile. After walking for about twenty more minutes, she stopped. “This is far enough.”

      There was a flare of light and Florence lit up like a roman candle. Her ruddy skin and black hair glowed in the light of her magic and her dark eyes were illuminated from within, making her usually near-black irises appear almost amber.

      “Holy fuck, Florence! What the hell?”

      She smiled, and I hoped it was only my imagination, but she appeared a little bit sinister. “The magic is back, Eleanor.”
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      I don’t know how long I stood gaping at her. One of the side effects of closing the gates between the Fae Plane and Earth had been that magic and technology got out of balance, and tech went haywire when the gates started opening, but I hadn’t fully grasped how little magic there was here for Earth-based supernatural creatures. Florence had been powerful before, but the level of power radiating from her aura was frightening.

      “Is it like this for everyone?” I asked. “How has it affected the shifters and vampires?”

      “More questions,” she laughed. “Come. Hold my hand and I’ll do my best to answer them for you.”

      I hoped my hesitation didn’t show on my face or in my thoughts, but Florence was really scary looking all lit up like a glow stick at a rave. I wasn’t successful at keeping that from her, because she smiled again and stopped glowing. I took a deep breath, reminded myself that I trusted Florence with my life and that my bff wouldn’t hurt me. On purpose.

      I grabbed her hand and prepared for the disorientation that always happened when Finn had tessered me.

      Either Florence was better at it than Finn, or the additional magic floating about made it easier, but it was a much nicer and faster process than I was expecting. Before I could do more than blink, we were in a cheaply appointed motel room.

      We must have startled Petrina, because she snarled and took a step towards us before realizing who we were and pulling back.

      “Sorry,” she said. “What took you so long?”

      “She was in Mystic,” Florence replied, as if that meant something.

      It must have because Petrina shook her head and said, “Of course she was. You’re not one for making it easy, are you?”

      My stomach chose that moment to announce itself again, and Florence said, “Sit. There’s not much food at the moment, but I have a little camp stove set up in the next room, so if you eat this,” she handed me jerky and a bag of dried fruit, “I’ll see about making you some coffee and porridge. That should tide you over until we can find you an unclaimed herd of sheep or something. And in the meantime, we can catch you up.”

      It wasn’t the pancakes and bacon of my fantasies, but it would have to do.

      “Where’s my father?” Petrina asked.

      Shit. There went my appetite.

      “I was hoping you’d know,” I replied. Don’t cry. “Florence said she didn’t see Finn. Did you?”

      “Once the ritual started, I couldn’t see anything that was happening,” she answered. “It was too bright. And then after the gate opened, a magical blast knocked everyone back about fifty feet and volcanoes started erupting—the sky all ash and fire in every direction. Most of us were knocked unconscious. When I came to, the site was encased in a dome of fire. I was certain you were dead and had taken out Raj as well, but Florence and Connor said you were alive. Since Raj isn’t alive even at the best of times, they couldn’t tell if he was still in there with you or not. By the look on your face, I’m guessing not.”

      It was too much to process. I’d lost five weeks. I’d lost Raj. I may have completed my quest, but I’d lost more than I’d gained. I could feel myself shaking and couldn’t tell if it was from the cold I could still feel or from shock. Petrina walked towards me and wrapped me in a comforter she’d snagged from one of the beds.

      “We’ll figure it out,” she said. “Was there ash?”

      “No,” I answered. “No ash.” I frowned. That shouldn’t be possible if there’d been a line of volcanic eruptions up and down the Cascades.

      “What happened?”

      “Just as Raj made the sacrifice, Finn staked him. I felt him fall on top of me, pushing the sword further in. I woke a few hours ago. I was naked and alone with the sword on top of me. The dome was still there.”

      “Florence sensed it disappear around mid-afternoon,” Petrina said. “That’s how we knew to start looking for you.”

      “Have you been here the whole time?” I asked. “Florence said it’s been five weeks.”

      “We have.”

      “Do I owe you any other answers before we talk about Raj?” Florence asked.

      “Just about power.”

      “All the Earth based supernaturals got a boost. Everything is easier and less exhausting for me now. The shifters, especially the Alphas, can shift instantly and without pain, something that was reserved for only the elite before. And the vampires…well, I’ll let Petrina answer that question.”

      “I can go longer between feedings, and it is much, much easier to stop when I’ve had my fill. The regular laws still apply, though. Silver, sunlight, and thresholds are my weaknesses. But the other abilities I had—healing and heating—those come more easily now as well. Does that answer all your questions?”

      “Most of them. Except what happened to Raj. If he’d died…” I choked on the word, “there should’ve been some sign of him.”

      “If he’d survived, there should’ve been even more signs of him,” Florence said. “I didn’t sense him leave this plane, but I might not. It’s harder for me to sense the undead. He drank from you three times and you bonded in the manner of vampires. He could find you anywhere. You should be able to do the same.” She looked at me out of the corner of my eye. She knew something. She probably wasn’t going to tell me for my own good. I hated prognostication and ethical prophets.

      “I tried, but it felt like I was hitting a brick wall. Literally.”

      “Where did you try?”

      “Once when I first woke up and then again before I went to sleep.”

      “So, in a magical barrier of your own making and a weird magical barrier of unknown origin,” Florence said. She handed me a backpack and a cup of coffee. Warm clothes or hot coffee first? This was not a difficult decision. I sipped on the coffee and thought about my connection to Raj. He’d told me once that one drink was enough to eventually locate me anywhere. A second drink strengthened that connection. And a third would allow him to appear at my side instantly as well as allow us to communicate no matter how far apart we were as long as we were both conscious and on the same plane. What he hadn’t told me—what he hadn’t known—was that the rules were a little different when a vampire drank from a Fae. His first taste had granted him immunity to the threshold rule as well as to…silver. Holy shit. The stake Finn had used was silver. He didn’t know about the side effects Raj experienced from drinking my blood! That stake couldn’t have killed Raj.

      But if he wasn’t dead, where was he? Was his immunity to silver canceled out by a stake to the heart? Dammit!

      I stood up and paced the room, sipping my coffee and trying to figure out what to think, what to do.

      “Reach out to him with your mind,” Florence said. “The worst that can happen is that you’ll not find anything again.”

      She was right. I knew she was right. But failing for a third time seemed so final. I wasn’t ready for this to be final. I finished my coffee and pulled clothes out of my pack. I longed for a hot shower, but settled for clean underwear, jeans, and a thermal. I took my time putting on wool socks and eyed my hiking boots before deciding that my desire to be dressed notwithstanding, there was no reason to wear shoes if I wasn’t going outside.

      I ate the bowl of porridge Florence handed me as slowly as I could. Petrina was staring at me with unconcealed impatience, and Florence was watching me with a look in her eyes that made my hackles rise. Goosebumps ran up and down my arms as the temperature in the room started dropping.

      “If you’re not going to reach out to the vampire, just say so,” Florence said. “We have business that can no longer wait.”

      I sighed and tracked the cloud of my exhale as it floated towards the ceiling. I knew what the business was, and I didn’t want to trigger an ice storm in the motel room now that I was finally getting warm. “I swore to go to the land of the Fae to find your sister, and I will not back out of that vow,” I said.

      The chill in the air dissipated almost immediately.

      “Did you really think I wouldn’t follow through?” I asked.

      “I was fairly certain you would keep your word,” she replied.

      “Only fairly?” I asked.

      “There was a chance you wouldn’t,” she said, shrugging. “But it was only a very small chance.”

      I knew better than to argue with her. “You took an awfully big risk for not a sure thing,” I said.

      “Then can you do any less?” she asked.

      It took me a minute to determine what she meant. And then it hit me. Raj. He’d told me once that not knowing whether someone was alive or dead was worse than knowing for sure that a loved one was dead. Right now, I wasn’t sure he was right. But it would weigh on me. And eat at me. And I wasn’t sure I’d be able to find him once I’d crossed to the Fae plane. Besides, I owed it to Petrina. I wasn’t the only one missing him. She’d been with him for hundreds of years since he’d made her a vampire, and they were as close as any father/daughter—or, more accurately, favored niece and roguish uncle.

      “Is there somewhere I can be alone?” I asked.

      “Pick a room,” Florence said. “Petrina and I will leave you alone until you come find us.”

      “Is there anymore coffee?”

      “Of course. I knew one cup wouldn’t be enough.”
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      After getting a refill, I wandered the halls of the run-down motel trying to decide which room would be the best. After twenty minutes, I mentally kicked myself. Procrastination was not going to help anyone. I picked a room at random and made myself a nest on the floor of the pillows and blankets. I sat cross-legged and pulled Raj’s sword across my lap. It was the only thing of his I had, and even though it had been the instrument of my betrayal and the blade on which I’d been sacrificed, it made me feel closer to him. Plus, it was dwarf-made, set with rubies formed from demon blood, and the family sword of my vampire for well over a thousand years, so it ought to be a good focus.

      I repeated the same steps I’d followed earlier and grounded and centered myself. I felt for the connection I had to Raj. It was still there, and I marveled at my stupidity in not realizing what it meant earlier. It seemed reasonable that if the bond was still there, the person I’d bonded with must still be there.

      I settled deeper into my trance and attempted to follow the bond to Raj. Once again, I hit a brick wall. I opened my eyes, frustrated, and then I saw it. Or, more accurately, saw it. The binding between me and Raj led directly to the sword I held in my lap. What the hell was I supposed to do now? Either my boyfriend was a sword, or he’d been trapped in a sword. Regardless, my sex life had taken a serious turn for the worse.

      This was beyond my skill and knowledge, but maybe Florence would be able to help me figure out a solution. Whether she’d choose to do so before we left on our next big adventure, though, was up in the air. I cradled the sword in my arms. Part of me—the secret, selfish part—wanted to demand that we figure this out first; make it a condition of finding her sister, but she’d already done so much that piling on more conditions was unfair and most likely would be counterproductive, anyway.

      The increase in available magic hadn’t boosted me nearly as much as it had boosted Florence, and she had decades more practice than I did. Even if I was inclined to start a battle of wills with the woman who’d become my best friend, I wasn’t sure I’d win. Plus, making her help me find my boyfriend who I’d been missing for less than twenty-four hours seemed a bit petty when we were going to look for her sister who’d been missing for decades.

      I sighed again. There really was nothing else to do. I’d tell her and Petrina the situation, ask for their assistance, and let Florence know that said assistance could be rendered when it best fit her timeline. If she chose to help now, that’d be great. Having Raj for the next part of the journey would be beyond helpful. There weren’t many situations in which a thousand-year-old vampire was a hindrance and not a help unless you were at the world sunbathing championships.

      I walked back to the room where I’d left Florence and Petrina. I outlined the situation—as much as I knew anyway—and noted Florence’s complete lack of surprise. “Why didn’t you just tell me?” I asked.

      “I wasn’t completely certain, and I don’t like to speculate,” she said. From the shade Petrina was casting, I was guessing she hadn’t shared her theories with her girlfriend, either. “I can’t see the bonds between you, and there were too many possibilities available. The power boost I received from the influx of magic hinders as much as it helps—I can’t not see…almost everything. When I look at you, I see hundreds of futures. It’s the same with everyone. I haven’t learned to block that out yet, so I know everything and nothing at the same time.” She scrubbed a hand over her eyes in an uncharacteristic show of emotion and weakness. “I saw Raj in the sword but couldn’t tell if that was truth or one of many paths. I didn’t want to steer you down the wrong path.”

      “How did he get in there?” I asked.

      “He’s trapped in the ruby on the hilt. His blood and the blood of his ancestors created that ruby. My working theory is the shock of stabbing you and being simultaneously staked with silver combined with the rush of magic reentering the world through you drew—or pushed—him into the sword.”

      “Wow. That is bananas—” I said.

      “It’s only a theory,” she replied.

      “Do you have any others?”

      “One.”

      The way she said it made me sure that her remaining theory was the correct one, and that she didn’t want to share.

      “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

      She looked at me and through me. “How long are you going to bug me about it?”

      “Until we’re both dead. And then I’m going to haunt you and keep bugging you.”

      “Can you haunt a dead person?” Florence asked.

      “Yes,” Petrina said. It sounded like she was speaking from personal experience. That must be a story worth hearing. Later.

      “Please tell me,” I said.

      “When Raj stabbed you, and Finn stabbed him, your magic flared to protect you both. Your Fae magic pulled him to the safest place you had at your fingertips—the sword he was pushing inside you. His connection to the sword and your wild Fae magic made the impossible possible.” She smirked. “You guys need a safe word before he sheaths himself in you again.”

      “Is this really the time for sex jokes?” I asked. Petrina rolled her eyes and gave Florence a mock glare.

      “Appropriate timing has never stopped you before,” Florence countered.

      I had to give her that one. “Fine. You have a theory about how he got in there. Any theories on how to get him out?”

      “You’ll be the one to get him out, since you put him in there in the first place, but we need to find you a bigger power source. You were only able to perform this incredibly tricky piece of magic instinctively when the gate power surged through you. You need something similar or stronger to pull him back out when you’re doing it deliberately.”

      “Back to Crown Point, then?” I asked.

      “There’s nothing there, anymore,” Florence said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “I was there yesterday. Or this morning. Or whenever. Everything was still there.”

      “The gate energy isn’t,” Florence said.

      “How is that possible? I thought I was opening a great gate?”

      “You were. You did. But after it opened and flooded the world with magic, it collapsed on itself. My guess is all the great gates collapsed at the same time and hundreds and thousands of minor gates opened.”

      “So if the great gates are closed, where are we going to get enough gate energy to get Raj back?”

      “We have to go back to where it all started,” she said. “Let’s head back to Portland.”

      The prospect of returning to Portland filled me with excitement—it was the place I considered home, after all—and dread. When I’d left Portland almost a year ago, I’d done so with my best friend and a shifter who I was beginning to fall for. When I left a few weeks ago, it was with the vampire to whom I’d given my heart.

      Now, I’d return without any of them. I’d managed to lose four people in the last year. Finn betrayed me. Isaac traded his life for Emma’s. Emma died because of me. And now Raj was trapped in a sword. I should probably come with a warning label. I looked at Petrina and Florence, wondering if it would do any good to warn them off now, or if it was already too late.

      “Too late,” Florence said. “You’re not getting rid of me until I get Annie back.”

      “Alright, then,” I said. “Let’s go to Portland.”

    

  

OEBPS/images/em-50-ornamental.jpg





OEBPS/images/bwp1.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/mayic--mayhem-nl-header.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

AMY ®ISSELL

MAGIC & MAYHEM AT THE END OF THE WORLD






OEBPS/images/fae-map-2.jpg
L ighe e Oapk peal

1) €he Sl Of Elenn






OEBPS/images/fae-map-realm-color-flipped.jpg
NV3DQ LNIJEES XIS







OEBPS/images/book-5.jpg
USA TQ\DAY BESTSELiuING AUTHOR

\AMY CISSELL.
%

3

‘&

L3 N
AN ELEANOR MORGAN URBAN FANTASY ADVENTURE

T atan sy 8 O





OEBPS/images/crows-in-a-tree.jpg







