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        The day is done. Let three become one.

      

        

      
        From the Book of the Aumahnee

        Verse 117
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        * * *

      

      After several more attempts to use the portal stone, we had to face the truth: our connection to Fae was severed and we were trapped in the Human Realm.

      Marigold's hands shook as she worked healing magic on both our wounds—closing the gash on her forehead with a mirror's reflection to guide her, sealing the torn wound in my side that had reopened during our violent ejection from the collapsing gateway.

      By morning, we had a ray of hope as the communication mirrors flickered back to life. Whatever had disrupted them proved temporary, at least. Tobias confirmed that others were experiencing the same problems. Although the mirrors were coming back online, all the portal stones across all the realms were failing, and the Veil was destabilizing in ways the mages had never seen before.

      "We can't stay at my place—it's the first place my mother will look. And the wolves know where it is," Marigold said.

      She drove us to a quiet suburban hotel far from the city. The desperate urgency of those first hours—the crucial intelligence we carried, the war preparations happening without us—slowly transformed into grinding frustration as days passed without solution. I'd gotten hooked on the continental breakfast, though the bottomless pancakes were not as advertised when I was told my fourth helping would be my last.

      When Tobias finally called via the mirror three days later, we were more than ready to leave.

      "Captain." His voice came from my bag.

      I sprang from my chair and fished out the mirror. "I'm here."

      Marigold moved beside me, finally looking up from her phone. My temper was frayed and patience short—hers too.

      "Are the portals functioning again?" I asked.

      Tobias looked guilty. "No, sir. If anything, they're worse. The Veil is under assault, sporadic and without any pattern we’ve been able to discern. But I do have a way for you to return, Captain."

      That grabbed my attention. "What is it?"

      "There's a portal station within reach. I hadn't considered it since the King forbade the use of all the old portals. But given your situation... King Jharak reminded me." He frowned. "I'd forgotten all about them."

      "Where do we need to go?"

      "It's some distance from where you are." Tobias frowned again. "Queen Iris tells me it will take you several days in the traveling cars. She assured me it was not a difficult journey, though."

      "Where are we going?" Marigold inched closer. "Hey, Tobias."

      He smiled and nodded. "Good to see you, Marigold." He looked at something in his hand. "Her Majesty tells me it's in California, in a small town along the northern coast. A town called..." He stumbled over the word, sounding it out slowly. "E-uh-wreck-ay?" He turned the note toward the mirror.

      She smiled. "That's pronounced Eureka, Tobias. I've heard of it. Never been there." Marigold typed on her screen. "The map says it's going to take us six days."

      "Six days?" I couldn't hide my dismay.

      She shrugged. "We have to drive—there's no way you're getting through airport security with no ID. But look on the bright side; you'll get to see some of this country. Despite the parts you've enjoyed here, it's actually gorgeous."

      She turned back to Tobias. "Tell me where we need to go."

      Tobias read an address to Marigold, who typed it into her screen. "We have guardians—portal keepers who maintain physical manifestations of our portals. These aren't dependent on traveling stones; they're an older form of travel, before stones became the norm. The portals are stored in bespoke wooden caskets." He shook his head. "You're fortunate there's one nearby. There aren't many portal keepers left. King Jharak did away with most after what happened..."

      "I thought all had been removed," I interrupted.

      "Not all, it seems. The mages have been collecting what they can find in the Realms. The man who is the keeper is known to the king. He and his daughter run their operation and can give you a portal to transport you back to the Fae Realm. King Jharak seems to think it will bring you to the Fae Castle directly, but Sukeera said it might send you into the Jinar Valley."

      "There are no other options?"

      "No. Sukeera was certain that portal travel via the stones isn't possible at the moment."

      "Aren't all the portals the same?" Marigold looked between Tobias and me. "Why would the one in Eureka be working while the stones aren't?"

      "The manner of using portals has changed over the centuries," Tobias said. "This older, less convenient way isn't dependent on the same magic as the stones. You can't control the destination as we do with the stones; the destination is set within the portal itself. Assuming they're still operational, until the stones are working this is your only resource."

      I sighed. "Agreed, even though I don't like it. You've done well." I turned to Marigold. "Do you have the information needed?"

      She nodded.

      "Then we leave in the morning. Thank you, Tobias." I signed off and tucked the mirror into my bag.

      Marigold was already moving toward me, her eyes holding that look I'd come to recognize over these past few days. The urgency of getting home, the wolves, the Veil—all of it could wait until morning.

      "So," she said softly. "Our last night in this room."

      "Indeed." I reached for her hand, pulling her closer. "We should make it count."

      She came willingly, her body fitting against mine like she belonged there. Maybe she did. I still didn't know what this was between us—what it would become—but right now, in this moment, it didn't matter.

      "Eamonn," she whispered against my neck, kissing me gently, her breath warm on my skin.

      I tilted her chin up, searching her face. "Everyone's always told me how lucky I am. Through every bad situation, every loss. ‘You're so lucky, Eamonn.' But this?" I pressed my forehead to hers. "You? This is the first time I actually believe it."

      Her answer was to kiss me, her hands sliding up my chest and into my hair. The kiss deepened, and I felt her magic spark between us—a crackle of energy that made my skin tingle. I flinched and she pulled back with a small laugh.

      "What was that?" I asked.

      "Sorry. It does that sometimes when I'm really relaxed... and feeling things."

      "Don't apologize." I traced the line of her jaw with my thumb. "I like it. I like knowing I can make you feel relaxed... and things."

      "And I like that you like it… " Her fingers found the hem of my shirt. "and I’d like some more, please."

      I helped her pull it over my head, then reached for her shirt. My hands weren't entirely steady—something about her made me feel like an inexperienced youth again.

      "You're thinking too much," Marigold said, her lips curving into a smile as she watched my face.

      "Am I?"

      "Yes." She pushed me gently down onto the bed. "Stop thinking."

      So I did. I let myself fall backward, pulling her with me. She straddled my hips, her long pink hair falling around us like a curtain, and I forgot about everything except the weight of her against me, the taste of her mouth, the small sounds she made when my hands found bare skin.

      We took our time—no rush, no urgency beyond the need to be close. Her magic sparked again when I kissed the hollow of her throat, and she laughed breathlessly.

      "You sure it doesn’t bother you?" she asked. "The sparkles?"

      "No." I rolled us over so I could look down at her properly. "Nothing about you bothers me, Marigold."

      Something shifted in her expression—vulnerability I hadn't seen before. "Even though I'm a mess? Half-witch, half-shifter, daughter of a woman trying to destroy your world? I feel like I come with baggage that has its own baggage."

      "Especially because of all that." I brushed a strand of hair from her face. "You're the strongest person I know."

      Her eyes grew bright, and for a moment I thought she might cry. Instead, she pulled me down into another kiss, this one fierce and desperate and full of all the unspoken things neither of us had words for.

      We moved together in the dim light of the hotel room, learning each other all over again, slowly. Her hands explored the scars on my back—old wounds from battles I barely remembered. My mouth traced the curve of her shoulder, the dip of her collarbone, the soft skin of her inner wrist where her pulse jumped against my lips.

      "Eamonn," she breathed, her fingers threading through my hair as I kissed down her sternum, feeling her heart race beneath my lips.

      We hurried to undress each other, our clothes ending up scattered around the bed. I straddled her again, my cock at attention as I gazed at the woman of my dreams.

      Her hips rose to meet mine, a silent plea that I answered by settling between her thighs. The heat of her against me made my breath catch. I pressed my cock against her opening, moving slowly, taking in the sensation of her slick heat against my throbbing hardness, watching her face as I pressed forward, her body opening to accept me inch by careful inch.

      "Gods," I groaned against her throat as she surrounded me completely. The feel of her enveloping me was overwhelming—the tight heat of her, the way her magic sparked and crackled between us like static electricity.

      She gasped, her nails digging into my shoulders. "Oh god, Eamonn. Yes."

      Her pleasure was going to undo me. I moved inside her, thrusting deeper, finding a rhythm that made her breath hitch and her back arch off the bed and into my arms. Each thrust sent another wave of her magic washing over me, little sparks that danced across my skin and made every nerve ending sing.

      "Like that," she whispered, her voice breaking. "Just like that."

      I kissed her deeply, swallowing her moans as I drove into her. Her legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me deeper, and I felt her bliss building—gathering like a storm about to break.

      "I've got you," I murmured against her mouth. "Let go, Marigold. I've got you."

      She gasped my name, whimpering as her body trembled beneath me, arching against me as I brought her to the edge. Her pleasure sent me right after her, and we clung to each other as ecstasy washed over every inch of us. I thrust twice inside her hard, her name on my lips as I buried myself deep and let go.

      Afterward, we lay tangled together, her head on my chest, my fingers trailing lazy patterns on her back.

      "We should probably talk about this," she murmured against my skin.

      "Probably," I agreed.

      Neither of us moved to start that conversation.

      "Tomorrow," she said finally. "We'll figure it out tomorrow."

      "Tomorrow," I agreed, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

      She fell asleep first, her breathing evening out, her body relaxing completely against mine. I stayed awake longer, watching the shadows move across the ceiling, trying not to think about what would happen when we reached Eureka. When we returned to Fae.

      I knew she'd come with me, but how could she stay? Humans didn’t thrive in Fae, and whatever this was that was budding between us couldn’t change that fact of her humanity. Could it? Brennan’s wife is human… Had there been some magic done to make Iris’s transition to Fae possible?

      Did I even have the right to ask?

      Questions for tomorrow, I told myself. Tonight, I had this. It would have to be enough.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I woke with the sun. Moving quietly, I slipped my arm from Marigold's waist and eased from the bed. My sword lay in its scabbard on the floor, always within reach. I drew it and went through my drills, stretching and moving to ease the restlessness that plagued me.

      When I finished and returned my sword, I found her watching me, a smile on her sleep-rumpled face.

      "I could watch you practice forever."

      "Oh?" I arched a brow. "I have to keep myself limber."

      "Would you show me the moves?"

      "You want to learn to use a sword?" I didn't hide my surprise.

      "It would have helped when those three assholes attacked me. There was a sword in the room."

      "They would have disarmed you. I think your magic and your foot," I smiled, remembering the kick she'd delivered, "do very well for you."

      "So does that mean you don't want to teach me?"

      "I suppose it can't hurt. Although I truly think your skills serve you well enough."

      "Yeah, well, I think I'm in this mess for the long haul. So the more skills I have to keep myself alive, the better."

      "Then your wish is my command."

      Her eyes widened and she moved abruptly toward the bathroom, closing the door behind her. I heard her being sick.

      I stared at the door. "Marigold? Are you okay?"

      She turned on the shower, rushing water filling the void. "What? No. I'm fine."

      "If you're sure..."

      "I can't hear you. Why don't you join me?"

      As it happened, Marigold and I were very much of the same mind. We left the motel far later than planned that morning.

      And it didn't bother me one bit.

      We had six days of driving ahead of us. I was impatient to return home, but I'd always wanted to see more of the Human Realm—how often does one get to cross an entire country?
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        * * *

      

      After five days on the road, I had seen entirely too much of this land.

      Matthias’ old Buick reeked of stale cigarettes. The vastness of the Human Realm pressed against me—endless plains stretching into mountains that disappeared into infinity. If we were in Fae, I could have crossed it fully by now.

      But the trip hadn't been without its benefits. Now I held her hand as she drove, or she let my hand rest on her thigh. When we stopped for fuel or breaks, she sidled up against me. As much as I loved this closeness, we still hadn't talked about what it meant, and the longer the silence went on, the more it bothered me.

      I'd noticed something else, too. Marigold had been sick—vomiting at least twice that I'd caught, probably more times that she'd hidden. She'd brushed off my concern, but it worried me. While it could be from her new status as a shifter, I feared it was residual from being in the Fae Realm. While it was known that most humans couldn’t survive there long-term, the length of time it took for them to show symptoms of the illness were not something that could be predicted.

      The evening sun descended toward the vast sea as we drove past a sign welcoming us to Eureka.

      "Holy god, we've made it." She stretched her shoulders and flexed her hands, eyeing her phone. "We're five miles out from the address Tobias gave us."

      "Not all bad though, right?" I squeezed her hand.

      "No." She smiled and leaned in for a lingering kiss that threatened to awaken me for… other activities. "Not all bad."

      We drove through the small coastal town, following her phone's directions through quiet streets lined with Victorian buildings. The area had a weathered charm to it—the kind of place that looked like it had been standing since long before portal stones were invented.

      "Check that out," Marigold said, pointing up at a sign ahead.

      A large rectangular sign rose above the dense foliage lining the road. The image depicted a scenic sunset much like the one we were witnessing—orange sky streaked with green and blue, a dark field of stars above. A round disk hovered near the top, a glow indicating light from the bottom.

      “What is that thing in the sky?” I pointed to the disc.

      "It's a flying saucer, a UFO," she said, amusement clear in her voice.

      “UFO?” I didn’t get the joke.

      “Unidentified Flying Object. There are people here who are obsessed with aliens from outer space, and this is what those images always look like.”

      In the glow of light from the UFO, some sort of large black and white animal was depicted floating above the ground.

      "See? The UFO... it's pulling up a cow." She shook her head with a wry smile. "Seriously? We're here looking for actual supernatural portals, and this is what greets us?"

      I looked closer at the text beneath the image:

      
        
        Have You Been Touched By The Supernatural?

        The Truth Exists! We Believe You!

        1-800-Gim-Crak

        Gimcrackers.com

      

      

      She grinned. "Maybe we should call them. Report a fae warrior and a witch-wolf spotted in Eureka."

      Marigold laughed, the giddy sort of giggling that was instantly contagious. A moment later, I was laughing right along with her. For a few minutes we were just present, in the moment, lost in the ridiculousness of it all. I couldn’t recall the last time I had felt so good.

      She spun a U-turn and followed her phone's final directions, parking in one of the angled spots along a quiet street. Historic Old Town, according to the signs. The buildings here were older still, their weathered facades speaking stately elegance.

      "That's it," she said, pointing to a corner shop with an entrance built on the diagonal to face the intersection. Worn wooden doors sat within an ornate frame painted cheerful blue, and large windows displayed towering stacks of books that blocked most of the view inside.

      I moved to open the car door, then paused. Something felt off.

      "What is it?" Marigold asked.

      "I'm not sure." I scanned the street, the building, the shadows growing longer as the sun sank lower. Nothing obvious. Just an instinct—the same one that had kept me alive through countless battles.

      "Eamonn?"

      I shook my head. "Not sure. Let’s just be wary, as we have to go in."

      We stepped out of the car, and I used the door for cover as I strapped on my sword, the weapon vanishing the moment I released it.

      Marigold checked her phone one more time, then slipped it into her pocket. "Ready?"

      "As I'll ever be." I caught her eyes and smiled. "Let's go home." I realized what I’d said as the words left my lips.

      Marigold just smiled and placed her hand in mine, her tiny fingers lacing through my own.

      A massive tortoiseshell cat lounged in the front window display among dusty stacks of books, its tail tip flicking slowly back and forth. But it wasn't looking at the books, or at nothing in particular the way cats usually did.

      It was staring directly at us.

      "Marigold," I said quietly. "Look at the cat."

      "I see it." Her voice had gone cautious. "How strange. It’s watching us like it knows something.” She shrugged. “Probably just territorial. You know how cats are."

      But I didn't know how cats were. And the way this one watched us—unblinking, intent, its gaze tracking our every movement—raised every hackle I'd honed over years, hackles that helped me stay alive.

      "Right," I said, not believing it for a second. My hand drifted toward where my sword hung invisible at my side.

      Marigold squeezed my hand once, then released it. "Come on. We have to get to the portal. And we've come too far to turn back now."

      She was right, of course. Whatever waited inside, we had no choice but to face it.

      The cat's eyes followed us all the way to the door.
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        * * *

      

      Just before we reached the door, Eamonn pulled me back gently, our fingers still intertwined.

      "Wait," he said softly.

      I turned to face him, confused. "What is it?"

      Those emerald eyes caught mine, anchor points that steadied my spinning world and stirred something deeper. Something about this moment felt significant—standing here on the threshold between one world and another, about to step through and leave everything behind.

      "When I first saw you in my dreams," I admitted, the words tumbling out, "all I could see were your eyes."

      "Nothing else?" His smile turned playful. "Not my cape?"

      The wistfulness in his voice tugged at something in my chest. He'd mentioned that cape more than once, and I was beginning to understand it meant more to him than just fabric and ceremony.

      "The cape is dashing, but it's just adding to what's already there." Heat crept up my neck. "But yeah, it was your eyes. They terrified me."

      He went very still.

      "And now?" His voice dropped to barely above a whisper.

      "Now they're the only eyes that really see me." I ducked my head, brushing away tears that appeared without warning. God, when had I become the kind of person who got emotional on a bookshop doorstep? This vulnerability thing was new for me.

      His fingers lifted my chin, leaving me no choice but to meet his gaze. The intensity there should have scared me, but instead it felt like coming home.

      "I see you," he said. "All of you—the parts I know, and everything I'm still learning."

      Fresh tears spilled over as he leaned in, his kiss gentle where I'd expected fire. His lips were warm and sure, steadying me when I felt like I might shake apart. His hand slid from my shoulder down to rest on my hip while his other fingers tangled in my hair.

      I could feel the restraint in him, the careful way he held back. This kiss was different—accepting, anchoring, real.

      When he finally pulled back, his thumb traced the wetness on my cheeks.

      "If you ever think I don't, tell me," he whispered.

      I nodded, throat too tight for words. My finger brushed across his lips, and for a moment we existed in our own small bubble of possibility, standing on a quiet street in Eureka, about to step into whatever came next.

      "Ready?" he asked.

      I straightened my shoulders and took a breath. "Ready."
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        * * *

      

      The bell jangled as we pushed through the door, announcing our entry into complete bibliographic chaos. Shelves bore labels, but the overwhelming stacks and cramped pathways suggested proprietors who'd long since surrendered to the inevitable. I couldn't blame them. But if one had to be a hoarder... I looked around. There were worse things to hoard than books.

      The cat from the window was gone.

      "May I help you?" A woman's voice called from somewhere in the maze.

      Eamonn gestured for me to lead, and I navigated the narrow passages toward the back where glass display cases lined the wall. A young dark-haired woman emerged from behind the final shelf, smiling as we approached.

      Then I saw it—the massive tortoiseshell cat slinking along the cases toward her, its eyes fixed on me with that same unsettling intensity from the window. Something about its attention made every hair on my arms stand up.

      I elbowed Eamonn, tilting my chin toward the woman when he looked confused.

      He cleared his throat. "Good evening. I'm Eamonn, and I require the use of a portal to return through the Veil. King Jharak sent us."

      The cat's stare intensified, making my skin crawl. It looked to the woman, who met its gaze for a long moment before they both turned back to us with unsettling synchronization.

      "Good evening, Eamonn. I'm Tara." Her smile didn't reach her eyes. "I'm afraid you're in the wrong place. I have no idea what you're talking about."

      I stepped closer to the display case and nearly gagged. The overwhelming stench pouring off the cat forced me to cover my nose with my sleeve. What kind of animal smelled that foul?

      "We have the address Tobias provided." Eamonn's voice carried a warning edge. "The portal keepers in Eureka. That's you, isn't it?"

      Tara's expression remained carefully neutral, but her hand moved subtly—reaching under the counter, maybe? The cat's tail lashed once, twice.

      "I really don't know what⁠—"

      "Don't!" Tara's warning came too late.

      The cat launched itself at me, claws extended, four paws spread like it intended to wrap around my throat.

      Instinct took over. I threw my hands out and lobbed a freezing spell directly into its belly. The creature hit the floor with a satisfying thud, frozen mid-attack with claws splayed.

      I bit back laughter, unsure of the protocol for publicly immobilizing someone's pet with magic. My time with Eamonn had clearly desensitized me to discretion when it came to magic.

      "Control your cat!" Eamonn stepped back, hand moving toward his invisible sword.

      "What have you done to him?" Tara screamed, rushing around the counter. Her hand brushed mine as she knelt beside the frozen animal, and the moment our skin connected, I knew. The recognition zinged through me the way only witch-to-witch contact could.

      I shrugged, meeting her eyes. "It attacked me. I defended myself. Maybe invest in a leash."

      Her eyes narrowed dangerously, but instead of turning her fury on me, she wagged a finger at the paralyzed cat. "You get exactly what you deserve! Every single time! I've had it with you!" She scooped up the rigid animal and disappeared through a dark curtain separating the shop's back room.

      "What do you think that was about?" Eamonn asked quietly.

      Before I could answer, Tara returned, stopping at the counter to catch her breath. She straightened her blouse, smoothed her hair, and smiled like a mother caught mediating a tantrum.

      "Now then, you were saying?"

      Eamonn's mouth opened and closed soundlessly.

      "We’re here for a portal," I said simply. "It's urgent that we reach the Fae Realm."

      The woman's expression twisted, fire in her eyes. "You are no fae. I won't serve you."

      Beneath her fierce demeanor lurked something else—fear, maybe. Or worry.

      "You'll do as commanded," Eamonn growled, his voice carrying newfound authority. "Tara, isn't it?"

      Her smirk vanished as my own appeared. I straightened my shoulders and waited.

      A man emerged from behind the curtain, joining us at the counter. The moment he appeared, that thick, sour cat stench intensified exponentially. He gave me a measuring look, and understanding struck.

      "You're the cat. You're a shifter!"

      "As are you, dog."

      "Dad! Mind yourself. She's a witch, not a shifter—or did you already forget the spell she used on you? Your brain really is getting addled."

      "She's a shifter, all right. Can't you smell her? Grade-A mutt we have here."

      "Look who's talking, litter box." I didn't bother hiding my eye roll.

      "Children!" Tara's shout cut through our exchange. "Enough, so the adults can handle business."

      The man—Roger, presumably—flourished a bow toward Tara and Eamonn. "As you were."

      I focused on Eamonn instead—tall, handsome, and blissfully free of feline odors.

      "As I was saying, the king sent us to..."

      "Which king would that be?" Roger interrupted.

      "I apologize—what's your name, sir?"

      "Roger. This is my daughter, and this is our shop."

      "A shop you own at King Jharak's pleasure, correct?"

      Roger's face drained of color. "K—King Jharak sent you?" He shot a nervous glance at Tara before looking back at Eamonn with something approaching panic.

      "Indeed." Eamonn's casual tone made the man's terror seem almost comical.

      "Forgive our doubt. We can never be too careful about identities when people inquire. I'm sure you understand."

      "Of course. There was an incident recently, wasn't there?" Eamonn raised his eyebrows as if asking about weather patterns.

      Both Tara and Roger paled further. Right—Tobias had mentioned something, though I'd forgotten it involved these specific people.

      Tara managed a tight nod.

      "We require a portal. I'm told you keep them in wooden caskets?"

      As he spoke, my attention drifted to the display cases. Three ornate wooden boxes sat in a row, each lid carved with intricate designs. They looked like elaborate cigar boxes, but power hummed from them in waves that made me want to reach out and touch them.

      Tara moved to the case, waving her hand over the latch—disabling a ward—before inserting her key. She removed one box and placed it on the glass counter.

      "This is a book casket, fashioned after Victorian antiques when books were precious enough to warrant traveling cases."

      I traced the lid's carved patterns, marveling at both the craftsmanship and the magic thrumming beneath my fingertips.

      "How does it work?"

      "It responds only to fae blood," Tara explained. "You can't open it yourself, but once Eamonn activates it, you may pass through with him if he permits."

      Eamonn's hand found mine, squeezing gently. "I wish for you to accompany me," he whispered, smiling.

      Tara slid the box toward him. "Open it."

      He lifted the carved lid slowly, expectantly. For a heartbeat, nothing visible happened—just Eamonn standing over an opened wooden box in a dusty bookshop.

      Then everything changed.

      "By the gods!" He threw up an arm as if shielding himself from brilliant light that only he could see, his entire body recoiling from whatever power had awakened within the casket.

      Eamonn pulled me back a step, his body instinctively moving to protect me from forces I couldn't perceive. The air around us began to hum with building energy, raising the hair on my arms like I was about to be struck by lightning. Then, like reality tearing open along invisible seams, a massive circle opened before me—more than six feet tall, its edges crackling with the same silver-blue energy I'd seen in the portals created by Eamonn's portal stones.

      But this was different. Older. Wilder. The magic felt ancient and barely contained, like something that had been sleeping for centuries and didn't appreciate being woken.

      He squeezed my hand. "Finally."

      I tossed Matthias's keys to Roger. "Keep the car safe. We'll be back for it."

      "Wait, what car?" Tara called.

      "Ugly brown Buick across the street!"

      As we stepped through the portal, Roger's voice followed us, growing tinny and distant as it echoed through the chasm, "Tell King Jharak I said hello!"
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        * * *

      

      We stepped through the portal into the castle of the Fae King, and being back within the familiar stone walls hit me with unexpected force. The high vaulted ceilings, the particular scent of ancient magic woven into mortar—it all rushed back like old memories. This place had been home once, back when I thought my life would follow a predictable path from guardsman to senior officer to retirement with honor.

      Now I stood here as Captain of the Watchers, hand automatically checking my sword's position as I scanned the chamber. Old habits from my Guard days, but useful ones. I didn't recognize this particular room—the Fae Castle sprawled across acres, with chambers I'd never seen even during my years of service. As a regular guardsman, I'd been limited to certain areas. The irony wasn't lost on me that my demotion to Watcher Captain had actually expanded my access to places I'd never have reached climbing the traditional ranks.

      "Eamonn, you've returned." Jharak entered with that measured stride I remembered, extending his hand in greeting.

      The king looked tired. Not physically—fae didn't show exhaustion the way humans did—but there was something worn in his expression that hadn't been there before. This crisis was weighing on all of us.

      "You found the portal keepers without trouble, I assume?"

      "Yes. A man named Roger and his daughter, Tara. Roger sends his regards." I paused, thinking of the cat shifter's strange behavior. "He's... a singular man. Unusual."

      Jharak's expression shifted into something unreadable. "Unusual how?"

      I glanced at Marigold, who was looking paler by the minute. Portal travel hit everyone differently, but she seemed to be having a rougher time than most. "He's a shifter, but not what you'd expect."

      "House cat," she said, her voice strained. "But he felt more like me, like a wolf. Stronger than he should be."

      Understanding flickered across Jharak's features, followed by what might have been amusement. "Ah, yes, that would definitely be Roger. And he sends his regards? I'll have to send my thanks for his continued service to the Realms when I have a moment."

      That explained the man's nervous energy and Tara's protective attitude. Roger had history with the king—probably the kind that came with obligations and favors owed. The soldier in me filed that information away for later. In my experience, people with complicated relationships to authority often proved either extremely useful or extremely dangerous.

      I watched Marigold struggle to keep her composure, noting the slight tremor in her hands and the way she kept blinking as if trying to clear her vision.

      "Portal travel takes some getting used to," I said quietly, moving closer in case she needed support. "It gets easier with practice."

      She closed her eyes and took a slow, deliberate breath before nodding. Tough as nails, this woman. Most people would be complaining by now, but she just pushed through it.

      Jharak gestured for us to follow him deeper into the castle. "You'll want to reach the Watcher's manse soon, I'm sure. But first, I need you to speak with the mages. They need to hear about your experience with the Veil failures firsthand."

      "Of course." I kept pace with him while staying close enough to Marigold to catch her if she stumbled. She was trying to hide how much the realm transfer was affecting her, but I could see the strain in the set of her shoulders.

      "I've called your mage, Sukeera, to work with Falcarnen and Brennan's mage, Taranath. The three have been trying to figure out why the Veil sustains damage in some places but not others. So far, there's no pattern we can identify." His frown deepened, carving lines around his eyes that spoke of sleepless nights spent worrying. "We can't predict which section might give way entirely, or when."

      "What happens if it falls?" Marigold asked, though her voice came out smaller than usual.

      Jharak stopped walking, turning to face us both with the gravity the question deserved. "Should the Veil collapse completely, the energy released into the Human Realm will devastate your world—humanity, most animal life, the ecosystem itself. But the immediate danger to our Realms comes from whatever can pass through unimpeded once that barrier is gone."

      "The wolves," I said, the tactical implications running through my head like water. Without the Veil's protection, they could move between realms at will, bringing their chaos to every world they touched.

      "And some of the witches," Marigold added, her pragmatism cutting through any romantic notions about magical cooperation.

      "You're certain they're working together?" Jharak studied us both with the sharp attention that had made him an effective king.

      We both nodded. "We spoke with her mother, Victoria," I explained. "She's appointed herself some kind of leader among the witches, and working with the wolves is definitely part of her agenda."

      "Self-appointed?" The king's eyebrows rose as he gestured to a guard, who moved immediately to open the door to the next chamber.

      I took a moment to study the guard's face—young, unfamiliar, probably new to the order. The turnover in palace staff had increased since the crisis began. "That's right. She's taken charge, but Marigold has doubts about whether the other witches know what they're really signing up for."

      That was the key tactical question, really. Every wolf we'd encountered seemed completely committed to Whelan and Victoria's plan, but the witches remained an unknown factor. Some might be willing allies, others might be unwitting tools, and still others might switch sides if they understood the real stakes.

      "I need to sit down," Marigold said quietly, and I heard the admission cost her. She wasn't the type to show weakness unless she absolutely had to.

      Jharak's response was immediate. "Forgive me, Marigold. I sometimes forget how portal travel affects those unused to it." He pulled a chair from a table covered in maps and documents, the papers scattered with the organized chaos of a war room. "Please."

      She sank into the chair with visible relief, and I could see exhaustion written in every line of her body. I wasn't sure exactly how long it took humans—even shifter humans—to adjust to our realm, or if the portal travel itself was the problem. Maybe Sukeera would have insights.

      A knock interrupted my thoughts.

      "Enter," Jharak called.

      Three people entered, and relief flooded through me when I spotted Sukeera among them. Having a familiar face in this formal setting would help both of us navigate whatever came next.

      "Perfect timing," Jharak said, though weariness colored his voice. Even kings got tired during crises.

      "Of course, your majesty," the older man replied with deference.

      The younger mage studied Marigold and me with open curiosity—not hostile, just intensely interested in what we represented. I couldn't blame him. A human witch who was also a wolf shifter probably didn't walk into the castle every day.

      "This is Eamonn, Captain of the Watchers," Jharak indicated me with a gesture, "and Marigold. She's a human witch and wolf shifter from the Human Realm."

      Both men turned their full attention to Marigold, studying her like she was a specimen under glass.

      "How did you come to be here, Marigold?" the older man asked, his tone gentle but probing.

      Marigold glanced uncertainly between Jharak and me, clearly unsure how much to reveal to strangers.

      "Forgive me," Jharak said. "This is my court mage, Falcarnen. You know Sukeera, and Taranath serves as my son Brennan's mage. You can speak freely with them—they're all trustworthy."

      "Marigold is feeling the strain of our realm," Sukeera observed, moving quickly to check her pulse. The mage's touch seemed to steady Marigold slightly, which was a relief.

      "How are you feeling exactly?" Taranath asked, his voice low and soothing. He watched us both like we were fascinating specimens under study—disconcerting, but not threatening. More like a scholar encountering something rare.

      "Like death warmed over," Marigold said with characteristic bluntness. "And completely exhausted."

      "Interesting. Perhaps your shifter nature doesn't provide as much protection as we assumed it would. You seemed less affected during your last visit to the Watcher's Manse." Sukeera released her wrist and tapped her collarbone—a thinking gesture I already recognized from our time working together since I’d joined the Watchers.

      "Perhaps one of the mixtures I prepared for Queen Iris when she first arrived might help," Taranath suggested thoughtfully.

      "What did you use in that preparation?" Falcarnen asked, already shifting into academic mode.

      Jharak raised his hand before the conversation could spiral into magical theory. "I know the signs of mages about to debate methodology. Taranath, if you would see to Marigold's immediate needs, that would be helpful." The words were stern but carried underlying amusement—clearly this wasn't the first time he'd had to redirect his advisors.

      "Of course, your majesty." Taranath inclined his head gracefully and glided toward the door, his robes seeming to float above the stone floor. Quiet and stealthy in his movements—he would have made an excellent Watcher if he'd chosen a different path.

      "What have you discovered about the Veil damage?" Jharak asked the remaining mages, getting straight to business.

      "No pattern to the weak spots that we've been able to make out," Sukeera replied, still watching Marigold with a knowing eye. "We can't predict when the Veil will weaken versus when it will repel attacks successfully. It's equally impossible to predict how much damage each strike will cause—some barely leave scratches, others create significant tears."

      "The attack locations don't follow any conventional battle strategy either," Falcarnen added. "If there's a tactical plan behind the strikes, we can't identify it."

      "Maybe that's because there isn't one," Marigold said from her chair.

      Every head in the room turned toward her, and I could see the mages reassessing her with new interest.

      "What do you mean?" I asked, though I was already starting to follow her logic.

      "Think about my mom and how she talked. Nothing she said made tactical sense—it was all emotional reaction and half-baked theories. What if they don't actually have a coherent plan? What if the wolves attacking the Veil don't really understand how to use the magic they've stolen?"

      "That would certainly explain the shifter who died trying to breach the Veil," Sukeera said thoughtfully.

      The pieces were clicking together in my head. "They can't use the stones properly. Maybe they don't understand what works and what doesn't, so they're just trying everything."

      "I'm not following," Jharak said.

      I explained about finding the dead shifter who'd attempted to breach the Veil with a witch stone, and overhearing the confusion among the wolves who'd come looking for her. "They didn't understand what had gone wrong or how to prevent it happening again."

      "Exactly," Marigold nodded, some color returning to her cheeks as the conversation engaged her. "They're experimenting, testing different approaches."

      "So they're willing to sacrifice their own people for knowledge," Falcarnen said with growing understanding.

      "Which makes them extremely dangerous," Sukeera added grimly. "Their ignorance doesn't make them less determined—if anything, it makes them more unpredictable."

      "A reckless enemy is often the most dangerous kind," Taranath said, appearing as silently as he'd left. "Your remedy will arrive shortly," he told Marigold with a kind smile.

      "How does this help us defeat them?" Jharak asked, cutting through the analysis to reach the actionable intelligence.

      This was what made Jharak an effective king—he allowed discussion and exploration until it became practical, then directed the conversation toward solutions we could actually implement.

      "We need to tell the Watchers to focus their efforts on..." Taranath hesitated, glancing at Marigold with obvious concern.

      She caught the look immediately. "Go ahead. Say it."

      "They need to target whoever's holding the stones," he said gently. "Take out the magic users, stop the attacks."

      Marigold sighed, running her hands over her forehead in a gesture that spoke of bone-deep weariness. "And those could be shifters or witches. People I'm supposed to feel connected to." She looked up, meeting everyone's eyes with steady confidence. "I know I should feel terrible about what's going to happen to them, but honestly? I don't."

      She took a deep breath, gathering her thoughts. "The wolves aren't my family, despite what biology says. I feel no real connection to them. They knew I was a complete novice and left me to fend for myself in a situation that could have killed me. Worse, they abandoned me with Eamonn, who they saw as an enemy."

      Her smile sent unexpected warmth flooding through my chest.

      "Lucky for me, Eamonn wasn't an enemy—he did the right thing, protected me when they wouldn't. But they didn't know that when they made their choice. So if their actions get them killed, I won't mourn them. And as for my mother..." She shrugged with indifference. "Forgive me if it makes me appear cold and uncaring, but it's complicated. Let's just say maternal instinct has never been her strong suit."

      "What about your fellow witches?" Sukeera asked carefully.

      "If they're involved, they're adults who made their choice knowing the risks. If they're using innocent child witches, maybe spare them if possible? Capture them, see what they know before deciding what to do."

      The silence that followed her words carried weight—not judgment, but recognition of the difficult position she was in and respect for how she was handling it.

      "That's both compassionate and tactically sound," a new voice said from the doorway.

      I turned to see Iris, the Goblin Queen, striding into the room with her distinctive confidence despite being heavily pregnant. Her presence immediately shifted the energy in the chamber.

      "My dear," Jharak began, clearly about to suggest she should be resting.

      "Save it." She waved him off with familiar affection. "You've got my husband, my mage, and my two best friends working on this crisis. I don't do needlepoint or sitting around worrying. So here I am. How can I help?"

      Jharak laughed, the sound carrying genuine warmth. "I should have just invited you from the beginning."

      "Yes, you should have." She glared at him, but playfully. Then her eyes found Marigold, and her expression shifted to concern and barely contained outrage.

      "My god! I know fae men can be completely oblivious sometimes, but what the hell has he been doing to you?" She planted her hands on her hips and glared at me with real anger.

      I raised my hands defensively. "I've done nothing harmful, your majesty! Portal travel has been difficult for her⁠—"

      Her glare didn't soften one bit.

      "Iris, I've sent for herbs I prepared for you during your early days here," Taranath interjected diplomatically.

      "Oh, you're in for it now," Iris told Marigold with sympathy. "I'm sorry in advance. That stuff tastes like absolute garbage mixed with regret—definitely not chamomile tea."

      "I'll manage," Marigold said with a weak smile.

      "We need to contact Brennan with this information about the witch stones and our new tactical approach," Jharak said, steering the conversation back to business.

      "Can I call him?" Iris brightened immediately, pregnancy and concern temporarily forgotten.

      Jharak sighed with resignation. "Yes."

      She moved quickly to the mirror in the corner, her movements still graceful despite her condition. "Bren."

      We waited in silence, tension building in the quiet chamber.

      "Brennan," she called, her voice rising with urgency.

      The mirror activated, revealing chaos that stood in stark contrast to our relatively calm chamber. Smoke, shouting, the clash of weapons—a battle in full swing.

      "My love! What is it?" Brennan asked, hair plastered to his forehead with sweat, the sounds of combat clear behind him. "I don't have much time. Is it the baby?"

      "No," Jharak said, moving to stand beside his daughter-in-law. "We have tactical information about your enemies."

      "Please share quickly, Father," Brennan's voice was dry with exhaustion. "I mean, take all the time you need..."

      In the background, a wolf howled—long, mournful, and somehow commanding. Then another answered. And another. The eerie chorus raised the hair on my arms and sent primitive warnings racing down my spine.

      I heard an unfamiliar sound and turned. Marigold sat rigid in her chair, back straight, the hair on her arms visibly standing on end. She looked like she might shatter at the slightest touch.

      She was fighting her shift with everything she had.

      "The howling," I said, understanding immediately.

      Sukeera reached her first. "Focus on my voice, Marigold. You don't need to shift. You shift only if you choose to—this is your choice, not theirs."

      "He's calling everyone in range to shift, to join him in battle," Marigold said through gritted teeth, every word a struggle against instinct.

      "You're not in range," Sukeera said firmly. "You're here, with us, safely in another realm."

      "We need to update the Goblin King quickly," I said, moving toward the mirror. Watching Marigold fight that compulsion was painful—I could only imagine what it felt like from the inside.

      Jharak nodded and quickly shared our discoveries about the witch stones, the untrained wolves wielding them, and our recommendation to spare children when possible.

      "Good intelligence to have. I'll make sure my people know," Brennan said, ducking as something crashed behind him.

      "Thank you," Iris said, pressing closer to the mirror.

      "Be well, my love," Brennan spoke as if we weren't all standing there watching—the intimacy of their exchange made me look away to give them what privacy I could.

      "Father, I'll update you when I can," Brennan said, his voice shifting back to military formality.

      "Stay safe, Brennan," Jharak replied, his voice tense with concern.

      Brennan nodded once before the mirror went dark, leaving us in sudden silence that felt almost oppressive after the chaos we'd witnessed.

      Iris sagged slightly, one hand pressed to her lower back. "That was more intense than I expected."

      "He'll be fine," Jharak said with the kind of certainty that came from experience rather than hope.

      "He doesn't even have Drake with him this time." Her brow furrowed with worry that she tried to hide.

      "The battle spreads our resources thin across multiple fronts."

      "Doesn't mean I have to like it." She crossed her arms, protective instincts warring with practical understanding.

      Jharak kissed her forehead gently. "We've survived worse than this, Iris. Have faith."

      "This is why Nerida makes herself scarce during these things, isn't it?"

      "Exactly." He smiled down at her with affection and understanding.

      I moved to Marigold's side, noting that Sukeera still stood ready to help if needed. "How are you holding up?"

      She took a deep, shaky breath before answering. "That was incredibly intense. I've never felt that kind of pull before, and he wasn't even all that close to me."

      "What do you mean exactly?" Iris asked, returning to the table with obvious effort, one hand pressed to her lower back.

      "It was like he was communicating directly with every wolf who could hear him. Telling them the battle wasn't going well, calling all nearby wolves to come to his aid immediately." Marigold's face was still pale, but her voice was steadier now.

      "Having an interpreter for enemy communications could be extremely useful," Falcarnen mused.

      "Maybe, but I don't know if I could resist that kind of call if I were alone," Marigold admitted with uncomfortable honesty. "The compulsion was almost overwhelming even here."

      Iris moved close to Sukeera, peering into Marigold's face with concern. "You really do look terrible. No offense."

      She looked up at Taranath expectantly. "Where's that remedy?"

      "It should arrive any moment," he replied.

      "Too slow." Iris decided. "Send it to my rooms instead. Come on, Marigold, you can lie down while we wait for it to take effect."

      "I don't think I should—" Marigold began.

      "I've heard every excuse in the book," Iris cut her off firmly. "You're no good to anyone if you collapse from exhaustion. Come on." She pulled Marigold to her feet gently.

      "You've already been extremely helpful," Jharak assured her, recognizing her reluctance to step away from the planning.

      Marigold's eyes met mine, and I gave her a small nod of encouragement. She could trust Iris completely—the Goblin Queen had a reputation for protecting those under her care.

      Iris wrapped her arm around Marigold's waist, and when Marigold stumbled slightly, my instinct was to step forward and help. But Iris steadied her easily, whispering something that made Marigold's face go pale. Whatever Marigold whispered back made Iris's lips tighten with what looked like protective anger as she pulled her closer, speaking quietly as they left the chamber together.

      Worry gnawed at me as they disappeared, but I pushed it down. Marigold was with the Goblin Queen—despite her pregnancy and her human origin, Queen Iris was known to be formidable with magic and fierce in protecting those she cared about. No one would harm Marigold under Iris's protection, and she'd get the medical attention she needed.

      With Marigold safe and cared for, I could focus completely on my duties—keeping the Veil intact and our realms secure. The tactical picture was finally becoming clear, and we had actionable intelligence for the first time in weeks.

      I'd check on her within the hour, once Taranath's remedy had time to work its magic. Then we could return to the Manse and relieve Tobias, who'd been holding down the fort alone for too long.

      "Your majesty, shouldn't we contact the other realm leaders with our discoveries?"

      He nodded approvingly. "Absolutely. The intelligence needs to be shared across all fronts."

      "May I call my lieutenant? He needs to be brought up to speed."

      "Of course." He gestured toward the mirror.

      I moved quickly to the corner, finally feeling like we were getting somewhere. After nearly two weeks of running in circles, chasing shadows and reacting to attacks we couldn't predict, we finally had the foundation of a real plan.

      Marigold would be fine—she was tough, and Iris would take care of her.

      The Veil would hold—now that we understood our enemies' limitations, we could exploit them.

      Tobias's worried face appeared in the mirror almost immediately.

      "Captain! Thank the gods you've returned safely!"

      "I have, and I'll be back at the Manse very soon. But first, I wanted to bring you into the conversation I was just having with the King." I quickly relayed our discoveries, watching understanding and relief spread across his features.

      Now that we understood a little more of the enemy's methods and limitations, perhaps we could finally turn the tide of this war.

      With luck, this would all be over soon.
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