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      “She betrayed you.”

      Leanag leaned back in her chair and watched Diva’s expression slowly reveal her thoughts. The woman was clever. Only a moment after Leanag’s comment, Diva’s eyes narrowed. Despite the gleam of anger, Leanag saw the tiniest spark of anxious concern.

      There was only one woman they both knew.

      “You’ve seen October?” Diva sat forward, not hiding her interest. “She survived?”

      Leanag blinked as her gaze flicked away. She saw the slight curve grow on Diva’s lips from the periphery of her vision. Yes, the new fae upstart queen wasn’t one to be dismissed despite her minimal years. Leanag squashed the thought the same could be said about her before it could take root.

      “I was away during the pandemic,” Leanag admitted. “I’d forgotten she’d taken your virus in order to create a cure. Yes, she survived, but she is still weak.”

      Diva exchanged a quick glance with the lycan who sat next to her. He was another mark of her intelligence—she hadn’t come to the dark court alone. It complicated things, but Leanag still had hope she could expand her rule swiftly.

      “Fine, I take the bait.” Diva straightened her posture as she folded her hands on her lap. “What do you want to tell me? Whatever information you hold, you’ll want something in exchange. I know enough of being fae to know that is how these things work.”

      Leanag laughed. She did like Diva despite that she’d been human and merely altered to become fae-ish. Whether it was that or her youth that made her more direct than the ancients who populated the Light Court, Leanag wasn’t sure, but it was refreshing.

      “For this, it is free. Or maybe the cost is much the way of humans. I’m trying to earn your trust.” Leanag stood and walked to the side table, where she poured the tea the maid had brought a few minutes before.

      Some aspects of royal life Leanag had yet to grow accustomed to, like being able to ask to be served. But conveniently, this meeting felt like it needed to be intimate anyway. As beautiful as Diva was, Leanag expected pampering would not impress her. That she led a group of lycans and had nearly managed to rid the world of humans as well… The woman had grit and determination. Leanag was trying very hard not to be impressed.

      Leanag did, however, ignore the lycan guard at Diva’s side when she handed Diva, and only Diva, a cup of tea. He panted a laugh, amused by the slight more than offended. Leanag had so much to learn as a ruler that it was hard to keep the knot of doubt in her gut from spawning. As casually as possible, Leanag waved a hand toward the teapot, inviting the lycan to help himself. If she trusted him, she really should have had him serve. Oh well, next time.

      Leanag waited until she sat and faced Diva again before speaking, drawing out the time as long as possible. “Surely you’ve wondered why your virus faded instead of raging into an inferno?”

      The lycan scratched the scruff on his cheek. “It seems more humans were naturally resistant than I had anticipated when I … we,” he glanced quickly at Diva, “had thought during the initial tests.”

      Leanag didn’t quite manage to hide the flicker of a smile that played on her lips. She’d have to do better in the future. She set her cup down with a sharp click. “It is sort of like humans became suddenly immune, isn’t it? Or like they were given a vaccine?”

      The lycan shook his head as if a fly buzzed in his mind. “No, the resistance to it started right after we released the final version across the world. No one would have had a cure by then.”

      “True.” Leanag drummed her fingers once on the leather armrest before she cocked her head. “Unless, of course, you can also control time.”

      Diva’s sharp intake of air sounded like a minute gale. When she released it, it came with one name, “Riasg.”

      “By the blood moon!” The lycan sprang to his feet so quickly that Leanag almost thought he’d transformed.

      But it was a man who paced across the ornate sitting room located on the first floor. Hope caught Diva’s breath as his quick movements took him toward the door, but he spun almost immediately and walked back the length of the room.

      “Lyall, sit.”

      He shook his head at Diva’s request. Leanag snickered. Diva’s control only went so far, it seemed. Maybe her hold on the North American fae wasn’t as strong as it seemed, which meant Leanag had at least a small chance of claiming back the dark fae that had abandoned Efflyn for this partially fae queen.

      Lyall turned on his heel again, but it wasn’t anger on his face when he stared at Diva. “It is my fault.”

      Leanag choked on her cinnamon tea. The guarded expression Lyall had kept himself closed off with was gone. Instead, the open humility made his simple words echo with something deeper, something that Leanag had only seen reflected in Adahy’s family and certainly had never had directed her way.

      Diva shook her head. “I invited October to Population Zero and⁠—”

      “And I am the one who gave her a stronger formulation of the virus, one that once she recovered would have allowed her friends to create a vaccine easily as well as one so strong that allowing Riasg to leave with her to save her life was the best course.”

      Diva pinched the bridge of her nose and then dropped her hand with a sigh. “What’s done is done. We do not have Riasg’s ability to alter time.” She paused and cast Leanag an evaluating stare. “At least now we know.”

      It still took Leanag another moment before she gathered her thoughts to speak. Because Diva had just unraveled them. Well, maybe not Diva herself, but instead the look Lyall had cast her and the earnestness in his voice as he took the blame for Diva’s friend. What they had wasn’t love, partnership, or rivalry. He worshiped her, and Leanag had the sense to know she could not expect to replace that.

      She fumbled for a new plan.

      “Yes, humans still live … and unfortunately rule this world. We must do what is necessary to protect our kind.” She was making up the words as she spoke while trying to buy time. Leanag tilted her head and gave Lyall a half-smile. “Not that a loss of magic in this world has affected your kind much.”

      “Do you know many wolves, your majesty?” Lyall’s intent pale blue eyes were unreadable as he stared at Leanag with an intensity that made her shift in her chair. “Riasg did not mention any who had been welcomed at Wind River.”

      She tried not to flinch. By the veil, she gritted her teeth and faced that Lyall could outmatch any fae she knew, at least as far as strategy and perception were concerned. Fae or not, there was no use pretending to be anyone other than a very young upstart queen. But, she was a queen nonetheless and had achieved that on her own.

      “No.” Leanag smiled. “But many things have changed since Wind River. There are lycan here and banshee and many other fae I never saw on that farm when we hid from the world—where I hid the fact I was dark fae and not light from everyone, including myself.”

      Lyall’s lips twitched.

      “From what I know,” Leanag’s emphasis on the “I” conceded it might not be everything. “Even though you are from the dark fae line, lycan magic has diminished over the centuries.”

      Lyall chuckled, the deep sound rumbling like a pulse through the ornate room that ill-suited the temperament of all three who currently sat in it. But if Leanag wanted to be a queen, the only template she had to work from was Efflyn’s.

      “We have magic as well as other abilities many fae do not, though we are hardly the only fae who can shift to animal form.”

      Diva glanced at Lyall without moving her head. Yes, indeed, Lyall played strategy with his information, poor Diva.

      “Well, you are the only fae who can infect humans and change them to your kind. No wonder the virus was your creation.”

      That had been a guess, but Diva was too new to have thought of it, and Lyall was more than Leanag had bargained for. That Lyall didn’t answer was all that Leanag needed to know the truth.

      “But they have something else you lack.” Diva ignored Lyall’s seething quiet.

      Leanag raised an eyebrow. “Which is?”

      “A resilience.” Diva let the word hang in the empty salon. “The dark fae who have reached us have been weak at best, nearly dead at worst, except for the wolf blood. They can handle the human world and pollutants a bit better than our kind.”

      Our kind… the words offered commonality that Leanag had no reason to reject, not when they had so much in common but just enough differences to make them allies instead of rivals.

      “There has never been a North American queen,” Leanag pointed out, ignoring what else had been said. Lycan genetics were hardly her concern.

      “Nor has there ever been anyone who united all the wolf clans.” Lyall’s grin showed large canines above the fullness of his lips. “Until now.”

      “Is that what you are? Queen of the Wolves?” Leanag’s heart beat a little faster. This could work out better than she’d hoped.

      “And any fae who choose to join our cause.”

      Leanag and Diva held each other’s gaze. Diva didn’t budge. A smile spread across Leanag’s lips until she allowed the pressure to escape with a short laugh. It broke the tension in the room, even if it didn’t resolve the issue.

      “You are protective of your people.”

      Diva didn’t answer as if her next words would determine something she wasn’t quite certain of. But that didn’t bother Leanag; she had already made up her mind. She had made alliances with worse than a half-human queen of wolves.

      “I like that.” Leanag glanced to the window. “That is something I’ve been told Efflyn didn’t care about, but it is also something I very much do.”

      Without quite meaning to, Leanag stood and walked to the triple hung windows that stretched across the room. She gestured Diva to join her.

      Late fall had overtaken the last remaining bits of color that had scrappily held on to survival when Leanag had arrived. But despite the change of seasons, life flourished in abundance around the castle. Trees rooted so deep that they turned up the earth with their seeking roots and lifted thick tangles of branches toward the blue afternoon sky. Decorating what should have been bare limbs, hanging nests made out of leaves, moss, and dried flowers dangled in the cold wind while fairies buzzed between them with the determination of late nesting bees.

      There was much to do to prepare for the coming winter, especially one lived a step from the human world. The borders Leanag had cast around this refuge mimicked those around Wind River, except she’d been sure to weave in runes to keep light fae out. About the only gift Efflyn had bestowed on this place was a small library of dark fae books and lore. Leanag had learned more about fae here reading dusty books salvaged from the remains of Doras Mór than she ever had at Wind River.

      A fairy buzzed past the window, halting when he saw who stood framed in the glass. With a gallant bow, he swept off his hat that looked to have been made from a pea pod before darting off on wings so green they would have made spring seem understated. Next to her, Diva sighed.

      “I haven’t seen the…” she gestured after the fairy. “Before.”

      “Small fae?”

      Diva nodded. Leanag lightly rested her fingers on the cool glass as if she could reach through and stroke the tree where the fairies and pixies nested. “They were common at Wind River, but you were human when you were there, so they would have hidden. They can hide well,” she said conspiratorially.

      Diva smiled but kept her gaze glued to the multitude that only became apparent the longer you stared. A family of mushroom gnomes foraged at the feet of a great tree; their tiny hops and chewing swayed their stalks as if they danced in the wind. By the river, a feathered crone stood in the reeds, arms tucked like wings as she waited for fish to sweep by her feet.

      “Your virus might have failed your goals, but you have changed things.” Leanag glanced over her shoulder to see Lyall’s affectionate gaze on Diva and not the world beyond her. No, Leanag had no hope of replacing what he harbored for his queen. “You’ve changed humans. Some have magic now. Others will be affected by pollutants to a greater extent. It might not be the immediate transition you wanted, but it has begun and cannot be stopped.”

      Diva tapped the window casement with her index finger before facing Leanag. “I don’t know if that is enough, but it is a start.”

      “Yes, a new start.” Leanag straightened. “Our time of hiding is over.” She turned to face her two guests. “I will not be digging a new hole in the ground to hide from humans. Doras Mór is gone, and the time for it is past.”

      “How will you protect yourself?”

      Leanag smiled that Lyall actually sounded concerned. An unspoken offer to advise her hovered in the air. “I’ll figure it out.”

      Lyall’s brows flicked upward before he could control his surprise… or amusement. The wolf was damn hard to read.

      “You have less to worry about,” Leanag conceded. “With the wolf packs rallying to you, you have an army. Humans are weakened.” She eyed Lyall thoughtfully.

      He shrugged. “They still have guns and now, as you pointed out, a bit of magic.”

      “Exactly, we should deal with them before they learn what they can do.” Leanag crossed her arms.

      “And what do you plan to do?” Diva leaned against the window frame, watching Leanag with the casual attitude of a compatriot.

      Leanag laughed under her breath. “I have no idea; I admit it. Nor do you at the moment, I think.” She smiled at Diva and Lyall’s silence. “But maybe together, we can figure that out.”

      “You are willing to acknowledge Diva’s rule in North America?” Lyall’s quiet pace brought him to Diva’s side without Leanag realizing he had moved. Now she saw why Efflyn had kept so many lycan as her royal guard.

      “I am willing to split the fae between us.” Leanag threaded her fingers together and rested her joined hands against her stomach. “I will acknowledge you as the Queen of the Wolves and that all wolf blood fae, be they here or in the jungles of Peru, are yours to rule.”

      “And you want the dark fae?” Diva asked.

      Leanag inclined her head. “It is my right.”

      Diva pressed her lips into a fine line, so it was Lyall who asked the next question, “And the dark fae who are with us now?”

      “May stay, with my blessing. But they are my people, and if I need them, they will come.” She met Lyall’s ice blue eyes unflinchingly. “And maybe you will as well since some of your people will be here.”

      Lyall’s laughter rolled through the room. “You are clever, which I had assumed was so… since you are the Dark Queen.”

      The words washed through her with a tingling warmth. She knew she was the Dark Queen, and this the Dark Court… but Lyall was the first in her hearing to have called her such. The enjoyment of it was better than a shot of good whiskey.

      Lyall looked at her with cunning in his light eyes. “So, if Diva is in charge of North America, anything we do there will not bother you?”

      “Such as?” Leanag half expected him to say devour a city of children by the roguish glint to his eye.

      “Just visit this farm where October has hidden out before… which I think was once your home as well?”

      Leanag hesitated. But thinking of wolves attacking Wind River didn’t bother her in the least. She waved her ascent. “Go, have fun. Though I do hope you will share with me any plans you have to deal with the true bane of our existence.” She couldn’t keep the huskiness from her voice. “That was our error long ago; we let the humans grow and evolve without controlling them. I won’t make that mistake again in this world’s rebirth.”

      Lyall’s reply was interrupted by the tapping of a gossamer-winged pixie at the window. Leanag cranked it open, letting in a waft of air that smelled of dry meadows. The pixie flew in and landed gracefully on the deep sill. She bobbed a curtsey that revealed the cream color of her underskirt beneath the royal blue petals she wore. With a voice that held words of song more than speaking, she quickly relayed a message Leanag had not truly expected, even if she’d prepared for it.

      “A half-fae who said his name is Adahy is at the gate.”
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      Adahy paced outside the main gate with the watchful eyes of a banshee and the black gaze of a phooka on him. Neither blinked nor commented on his presence. Beyond an invisible threshold he couldn’t cross, the meadow and woods could have been a twin to the late fall fields of Wind River. Only this rolling meadow tucked along the deep banks of a river ended at the heights of a castle rather than at a simple barn and farmhouse.

      This was not Wind River. He did not need the cold bite of the air, the elegant castle, or the barrier that snapped at him with an electric bite that numbed his arm to tell him that. But this was Leanag’s home now, and he hoped to find the girl he’d grown up with behind its gates. The fact that she kept him waiting was certainly typical of the Leanag he knew.

      “What did Sgleò do to you?”

      Adahy had seen nothing on the spiral path of Leanag and Sgleò’s time there because there was no way to witness what happened within the threads of time itself. But he knew what had occurred between Sgleò and October … His heart ached to know what had come to pass, what Sgleò had done, that had driven Leanag here.

      Finally, a figure emerged from the rising evening mist, walking down the gravel drive amidst the lengthening shadows. The deep hood of the indigo blue cloak with its hem of silver stars made it hard to see who finally approached beyond the fact the figure appeared female. But fae were slim and tall no matter the gender, and the long braids that slipped from under the hood weren’t much of an indication either.

      Still, somehow it wasn’t until the two guards who monitored him straightened and bowed that Adahy realized he faced Leanag. The calm pace hadn’t been hers. No, the girl he knew danced through the weaving paths of Wind River like a swirling dervish. She’d never walked calmly, much less stood staring at him with little recognition in her blue eyes beneath perfectly coiled braids woven with silver leaf and tiny flowers.

      Adahy blinked at her as she stood silently waiting. “Should I bow?”

      Leanag lifted an artful brow. “The last I’d heard, I wasn’t your queen.”

      Adahy winced. He opened his mouth, but she continued before he could explain.

      “Why are you here?”

      “I came to see you.”

      She stared at him as if he spoke a foreign language.

      “I wanted to make sure you are okay.”

      Finally, a smile pulled her pert lips wide. “I live in a castle. I’m a queen. Why wouldn’t I be all right?” She gestured to the meadow behind her that even in the crisp fall evening danced with fae lights. The air smelled of frost mixed with the hint of burning herbs.

      Adahy was only half-fae, but he could feel the swell of power that came with the change of light. Soon, it would fade, and he’d be left with the stable heart of his magic that stemmed from his manitou side. But Leanag… he watched her uncertain of the changed creature that stood before him. He could not imagine she was dark fae, and he hadn’t known all this time. He still expected her to toss back the cloak and throw her arms around him as she had just about every day of their lives together.

      “Won’t you invite me in?”

      Leanag’s chest rose with a sharp breath. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the two guards glance at each other. By the time he focused on Leanag’s shadowed face again, the emotions that had moved her lay hidden.

      “This is not a place for you or your kind. You should go.” Leanag stepped to turn away. With a gesture, she waved her two guards to walk ahead of her.

      “Soyla would be impressed with this place.” His words halted her, though Leanag kept her gaze on the frosted blades of grass off the edge of the drive as her guards faded into the forest shadows. “You remember the winter nights when we’d burn sage and lavender at dusk for her?”

      Two long exhales that shimmered in the moonlight of the growing night passed her lips before Leanag turned back to him.

      “Those were manitou ceremonies, not fae. We never practiced anything fae.” Her hand curled into a fist.

      “My mother is manitou. She doesn’t know the fae ways.”

      Leanag tossed back her head and laughed, the motion dislodging the heavy hood so that it fell at last to her shoulders. “That is an absurd excuse! She chose to have a half-fae son. She accepted me, the daughter of the Light Fae Queen, as a foster child. She had decades to learn something of the fae or could have sought out the Light Court on our behalf. Instead, she taught us manitou dances and chants.”

      Adahy’s pulse sounded in his ears. No words came to his lips because, in many ways, she was right.

      Leanag stared at him a moment before giving her head a slight shake that swayed the braids of her hair. “We learned a few fae runes from books and only ever got them to work a quarter of the time. I thought I was just weak in magic because the world was tainted and that they didn’t work for you because you were manitou.”

      “She did not mean to cause us any harm.” That much he knew was true of his mother. “She created Wind River as a safe place for us to grow as the world grew sick.”

      “Yes, and the Light Court was just as happy to have me an ocean away, where I knew nothing and could learn nothing. It worked out for everyone else. Now, I look out for myself.”

      “Gavin did not want you to leave the Light Court.”

      “Then she should not have taken the throne.”

      “She is doing it to help our people!” Adahy snapped and then bit his lip. The triumphant gleam to Leanag’s eye reminded him he wasn’t there to bait her no matter how good she was at needling him. “Once we are beyond the Cailite Ré, she has said she would give you the throne.”

      Adahy swore he saw the glint of a tear on her cheek as a flash of pain pulled her brows together. “There is no after the Cailite Ré,” she said as she closed her eyes.

      “What do you mean? Leanag?”

      He stepped too close to the boundary as she waved a hand and turned away. The sharp snap of dark runes lanced across his skin like the bite of an angry manticore. He hissed through his teeth as he stepped back, shaking the ache from his fingers.

      When he glanced up, Leanag’s eyes were on him, but her gaze was distant again as if she watched a stranger rather than someone she’d grown up with and had been a one-time lover.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she answered simply. “It isn’t my court.”

      “I don’t believe you are really dark fae.”

      Crinkles appeared at the corners of her eyes as she smiled. “Don’t you?”

      She raised a hand, and sparks erupted around her fingers, made all the more bright by the dark shadows that swirled to life around her like she stood in an ebony mist.

      Adahy tried to remember every time he’d seen her use magic. Sparks had clung to her like a veil of stars. But she was right; they’d rarely succeeded with any true magic. They could charm plants and leak magic like overfull cups, but to cast spells … at least he’d had the manitou blood and training from his mother and grandfather. But Leanag had nothing but the bits she pieced together. He swallowed hard.

      “When did you realize?”

      “That I’m dark?” Leanag’s sigh floated like a silver cloud. She hugged herself, shrugging the cloak tighter around her shoulders. “I think when I did not sense the Light Court, but Gavin said she could—because all fae know where they belong. This place drew me like a magnet.”

      Her words fell into him like a lead weight, sinking the last of his hope that all this was an act. He didn’t know this woman who’d been a girl he’d grown up with.

      Adahy shoved the thought aside. “What does it matter? Riasg is dark fae and my friend!”

      “He is an outcast of this court and a wanted criminal of its former queen.”

      Leanag’s anger stretched dark fingers toward the border of her land. For a moment, he saw the boundary she’d cast as a black mirror that reflected out anything light. Then she yanked her power back under control.

      “But he has never crossed me … beyond a few lessons I’d rather forget.” She lifted her chin. “As long as that remains so, the price on his head is lifted, and my people will not hunt him.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be pleased to hear that.” Adahy’s lips felt numb as he mumbled his answer.

      “The brownie though, Bramble… if that creature crosses my path, I will roast him slowly over fae fires.”

      Adahy swore to himself he’d never tell Bramble that because the moment he did, the little maverick would make plans to track Leanag down and torment her even if it cost him his life… which would piss off Riasg. That would end in a mess.

      Adahy nodded curtly, still not believing it would conclude this way between them. “Leanag,” he whispered her name the way he had once under a blanket of stars and moonlight after a warm spring day so that the air smelled of damp soil and renewed life. Her eyes darkened a shade.

      “Something happened on the spiral path… I know it.” Adahy held a hand out toward her, risking the bite of the barrier again. “I know you.”

      “You knew a girl who didn’t know herself.” Her voice was quiet but held an emptiness of sorrow.

      “And this is who you are? Is this who you want to be?” If he could just touch her for a moment, she’d fall against him, and they would be friends once more. It was how every fight they’d had over the decades had ended.

      Instead, she looked at him with irises that swirled with dark magic he could never understand. “What I want is to rule this world.”

      “What?” He took an unconscious step backward at the anger in her eyes.

      A shade of the cruel smile that would tug at her lips when they played tricks on the forest fae curled the corner of her mouth and gave him a chill deeper than the night air.

      “Something did happen on the spiral path after Sgleò left me,” she hissed the words with the vengeance of an angry banshee. “I tried to pass through the wall of the Cailite Ré.”

      “Hundreds of fae have tried over the years. It⁠—”

      She stepped closer to the barrier that he could not cross. “It sucked me in like a dark river, and when it spat me out, I stood before the gates of Elphame, our homeland. They were open.”

      Adahy wanted to turn and walk away then. He felt the threads of fate tugging at him to go, that it would be better not to know. He stayed.

      “And?”

      “Elphame is gone, destroyed.”

      Adahy shook his head, but her flat eyes that reflected no light did not lie.

      “Whatever caused the gates to close and the Cailite Ré to begin also destroyed Elphame. There is no end to this nor a homeland to return to. This is the only world we have, and I mean to make it mine.”

      She turned and then hesitated once more. With a glance over her shoulder, she spoke again. “I know it was you who gave Gavin the Queenship. Do not pretend otherwise or that we are still friends.”

      Adahy closed his eyes, feeling the depth of the wound he had tried to ignore for weeks. “I—” Moisture wavered his vision when he opened them again.

      “There is nothing you can say that will make this right.” Leanag pulled the hood back over her head, casting her delicate features into deeper shadow. “I found myself in darkness. Go back to your light.”
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      October felt the air change around Wind River before the chitter of small fae paused and then burst into song. So she knew Riasg and Adahy had returned even before Soyla lifted her dark head and peered into the late afternoon fields. Two figures stood at the curve of the drive between barn and field where there had been none a moment before. Soyla exhaled a content sigh.

      Soyla stood and clapped off the soil and compost clinging to her hands. “They are back.”

      The only fae who didn’t seem aware of that fact stretched his spindly arms with the grace of a feral cat. Bramble’s spines quivered in his slow, luxurious awakening before he relaxed. Opening two black eyes, he paused. He sniffed.  Bramble leaped to his feet and streaked off the chair cushion as if it bit him. Only the squeaks and trills he made were not of pain or fear; they were of joyous greeting.

      October smiled with a bit of mischievous glee of her own, thinking of the slightly horrifying honor of being attacked by a happy brownie who never seemed to understand his spines could easily pierce to the bone. Even if he did his best to heal the accidental wounds afterward.

      For her part, October stood and shuffled to the edge of the porch to watch Adahy and Riasg approach. Bramble had scrambled to Riasg’s shoulder, where he chittered and chirped like a mad chickadee. She’d never asked Riasg if he could actually understand the language of the small fae, but Bramble rambled on with such confidence that it seemed he had to be communicating something Riasg understood.

      Riasg … she had a hard time pulling her gaze away from the dark fae. Slightly taller than Adahy, his black hair fell in twisted strands across his forehead with as much obedience as Bramble’s spines. Though his features were model-worthy, it was the intensity of his dark eyes that would have made him the perfect anti-hero for a romance novel. Because he would be the one everyone warned you to stay away from and whose passion would lead to an ill fate… but somehow it would be worth it.

      The thought made her tremble, and she finally focused on the man who walked at Riasg’s side. Adahy bent his head to kiss his mother’s scalp as she hugged him. Both ignored the dirt on her long fingers and knees from where she’d been tending the herb gardens around the house and small cottage, where she often dried the same plants and mixed them into potions.

      Over his mother’s head, Adahy’s gaze found October’s. He gave her a half-smile that lit his eyes. That was Adahy, sunshine and warmth from his dusky skin tones to his hazel eyes that held more green than gold. Unlike Riasg, Adahy’s dark hair glinted bronze and fire as it stayed sedately tied back in a ponytail. Riasg… even being the paler of the two, seemed to absorb light as if shadows clung to him.

      “And how is the patient today?” Adahy asked as he stopped with one foot on the steps leading up to the porch like a suitor gallantly presenting himself.

      October rolled her eyes. “Forever cursed with convalescing at Wind River.”

      “I wouldn’t joke about that,” Riasg said as he walked by as if the last thing he was there to do was see her. But it was the light brush of his fingers on her arm that made her heart flip. Damn him.

      “’Tis only the second time you’ve recovered here,” Bramble chirped, switching back to English at last. “You have one more.”

      October’s groan sent Adahy laughing. He skipped up the steps after Riasg, catching October around her waist to pull her along as he walked inside. He paused though at the chair where she’d sat, eyeing the stack of books next to it as well as the wool blanket she’d been pretending she didn’t need.

      “Did my grandfather give you a reading list?”

      October’s cheeks filled with warmth. “I asked for them,” she admitted. “Later,” she responded to his questioning gaze.

      Adahy was here to stay. Riasg was only passing through. She knew that without him saying anything. And the fact that she stood supported by Adahy’s arms as he asked her how she was and what she was doing while she thought of Riasg sent a fresh wave of weakness down her arms and legs.

      Nothing made sense to her right now—not her emotions and certainly not the strange fluctuations of magic one day without the ability to amplify a hobgoblin’s fart to physical weakness the next but the ability to boost a pixie’s magic so that it could fly to the moon. She just wanted to be well again, and then, maybe, she could understand her feelings. Until then, she wasn’t sure if she were happy that Riasg stayed at the Light Fae Court helping Gavin or if she was mad at him.

      Still supported by Adahy, October shuffled into the house and then down the hallway to the kitchen. All fae seemed able to consume an inordinate amount of food, especially if honey could be poured on top of or in it. She should know. On the days when her skin tingled with magic so that she could snap her fingers and create a shower of sparks, she ate like every meal should be a three-course feast. Today, the sight of Soyla’s laden table turned her stomach. She picked up a piece of dry bread and nibbled on the corner as Bramble, Riasg, and Adahy fought over plates as if there weren’t enough food in the kitchen to serve half the Light Court.

      Then in the midst of it, Riasg turned his dark eyes on her. The room’s sound faded so that she would have said they were alone in the kitchen together if asked.

      “You still don’t feel well?”

      October swallowed the over-chewed lump of bread in her mouth, wishing she’d had the forethought to grab a glass of water. “I’m fine,” she croaked.

      “She’s weak today,” Soyla said, breaking the spell somewhat. At least, she reminded October that she wasn’t alone with Riasg. “I can tell, so don’t say you are not.”

      “Some days, I’m weaker than others.” October flicked the question away, forcing herself to walk and get a glass of water from the sink without wobbling or allowing her hand to tremble. “I’m getting better,” she said with confidence she didn’t feel before taking a sip.

      If she were foolish enough to wish on a fairy stone before casting it into Amadahy’s spring, that would be her wish. That she really was getting better because some mornings when she woke with sweat on her forehead and chills rattling her though her skin burned, she feared she was sinking into the delirious oblivion Gavin and Soyla had barely pulled her from.

      No one commented on October’s assertion, even Qaletaqa, who stood a moment in the doorway before joining the hubbub. No one wanted it not to be true. For that, she loved her strange adopted family of good friends.

      With Qaletaqa’s arrival, Soyla finally asked the question October knew must have been on the tip of her tongue from the moment Riasg and Adahy had stepped off the spiral path.

      “You saw Leanag? And spoke to her?”

      Adahy nodded. Soyla fidgeted with her fork at the somber look in his eyes.

      “Did you see her?” Adahy asked Riasg.

      The pause as Adahy held Riasg’s gaze before he finally inclined his head made October hold her breath.

      “She is much changed from the girl I met here,” Riasg said as if Soyla needed words to confirm the heaviness of the moment before.

      “Did you enter… her court?” October wasn’t sure why she wanted to know that. But Riasg was dark fae, and Leanag was now the Dark Queen… it was by rights his home. At least it would be if he swore to serve her.

      “No,” Adahy answered instead. “She’s protected the grounds with a barrier that won’t allow light fae to pass. Adahy rubbed his hand as she spoke. Then his brows bunched, and he turned to Riasg. “Did you?”

      Riasg shook his head. “You heard her. I am an outcast from the Dark Court still.”

      “I heard her say that you no longer had a price on your head.” Adahy grinned. “I think she’s forgiven you, at least, for when you hexed her to a spot on the yard.”

      “Oh, dear.” Soyla rubbed her forehead. “I guess some good has come of this at least. She did not invite you in or… send a message?”

      Adahy shook his head, his eyes murky though he couldn’t hide the worry that hid in the depths. Soyla’s frown and silence mimicked Adahy’s discomfort. “What has happened here while I’ve been gone?”

      The change in topic came as a relief. By the time they had finished their meal, the evening shadows had consumed the late fall fields where sparse winter-hardy crops still grew. From where she leaned against the counter, October could see the deep green leaves of kale reaching toward the darkening sky. Near the wood line, a hart munched on the frilly tops of carrots yet to be pulled.

      Before Riasg even stood from the table, Bramble began pacing across the surface littered with plates and empty dishes until Soyla banished him to the counter. He went without even a growl. October knew the feeling. She could sense unrest and hear it in the rustle of dry leaves sliding along the wooden floorboards of the porch. Something had changed in Riasg. Over the summer, he had only left her side when she’d demanded it and even then often refused until she would have cursed him away if she’d had the power.

      Now… she swallowed around the rising memories, missing the summer days in Boston with Adahy, Riasg, and Bramble. She didn’t want to watch him say the goodbyes she sensed in the air and made her way to the porch to watch fairies flicker like fireflies that were somehow immune to frost and the changing seasons. The smell of earth, dry leaves, and frost told her clearly summer had passed.

      It was too cold to sit, so she wrapped her abandoned blanket around her shoulders and leaned against a porch post, resting her temple against its cool, solid support.

      “Are you well enough to walk a ways?”

      She hadn’t heard Riasg step onto the porch and stand next to her, but still, his voice didn’t make her jump. In some ways, he was always with her. She met his dark gaze and tumbled in. She’d say she could fly if he asked her. Instead, she nodded.

      They were silent as they wandered the moonlit path to the gravel drive and along its pale shimmering length away from the house.

      “It is still that bad?”

      “Today, yes,” she admitted with an outward breath that trailed vapor in the cool night. “But some days… I feel better than I even knew was possible. It just doesn’t last.”

      Riasg’s gaze rested on the silvered fields. She wanted to ask him to stay. What could pull him back to Falinn Dyr so quickly that he needed to leave just after dusk? But he was dark fae. This was the cusp of his greatest magic. She could feel it around him, a quickness that stirred the air and made her breath come in fast sips.

      He stopped walking and faced her. October trembled without knowing why as his dark gaze stared through her more than at her. After a moment, a smile played on his lips as he shook his head.

      “I would say I shouldn’t have let you take the virus.”

      “But?” She only managed to whisper the question.

      He touched her arm, surprising her with the warmth of his fingers. For someone that seemed to hover in darkness, it didn’t seem possible he wasn’t as cold as a ghost.

      “Because I see that you will get through this. You will be well.”

      October sighed, hating to admit how much she’d needed him to say that. “You can’t tell exactly when?”

      “I’m fae, you know. You’ll have to barter for that sort of information.”

      A laugh burst from her lips before she could stop herself. “Yes, well, I fear I have only a wool blanket with me right now. And with the night this cold, if I traded it for information, I might just freeze to death.”

      “Go back,” he said, his voice low and warm so that she tingled with the sound of it.

      She missed fighting by his side. Maybe that was the change she felt. It wasn’t him, it was her, and she wanted that part of herself back.

      “I keep wondering if it took Diva this long to heal.”

      She hadn’t admitted that to anyone else, but Riasg had been with her in Montana. She knew Diva, for all her flaws, was not only a friend but also one of the few who had gone through what October did now.

      A frown tugged down one side of Riasg’s lips as his eyes unfocused in the way he had when he looked beyond now. But if he was willing to give her answers, she didn’t want to waste them on Diva.

      “Why are you going back to Falinn Dyr?”

      Riasg blinked her into startled focus. “I’m helping Gavin find others like you and Emma who have come through the virus transformed into something they don’t recognize. I’m helping to bring them home.”

      The answer stole the breath from her lungs like legends of cats stealing the air of sleeping children. She’d read all the old fairytales and myths as she healed. Most were complete bullshit, but at least now she knew something of the fae. And with Riasg, she always knew when he was telling the truth. Because, unlike most fae, he always did to her.

      The answer he gave was the only one she could imagine being something she couldn’t interfere with, not simply for the pleasure of sitting with his sulky company in the sunshine on the farmhouse porch.

      So, instead, she smiled, even if it wavered a bit. “Tell Gavin I said, ‘hi.’”

      “I will. You’ll come with me back to the Light Court soon, you’ll see.” He winked at her. “But not before she and I come back here to escape it.”

      October laughed again, but before she could answer, a breeze swept up the length of the field, the sound a growing roar as it tossed plants and rattled dry leaves. She closed her eyes as it rushed over her, and when she opened them, Riasg was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            NEW FAE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Not fae.” Against her tan skin, Gavin’s green eyes were luminously huge.

      “No,” Riasg agreed, ruefully shaking his fingers. “But he has some sharp magic.”

      The creature, child… something, but Riasg didn’t have a clue what based the partial glimpse he’d gotten, was wilder than most hobgoblins and as vicious as a brownie—likely to bite and stab as much as create jolts of magic when least expected.

      Gavin smirked at Riasg’s pain, which made him laugh. She probably thought he’d gotten what he deserved, reaching his arm into the pile of debris as if he were immune to threats. This little one was a humbling lesson that magic didn’t solve everything.

      Bending down to peer between broken slabs of concrete in this ruined patch on the outskirts of a bustling Indian city, Gavin eyed the fang-like twists of protruding iron as much as searched for their little quarry. There was enough refuse mixed among the hiding space between plastic wrappers, shredded bags, and iron that he and Gavin needed to be wary of more than the bite of what they were trying to rescue. With a flick of the toe of her green boot, Gavin moved aside a small mound of litter. Hitching up her leaf green skirt, she sank to her knees and reached out a hand.

      “Here, come here… kitty, kitty?”

      Riasg bit off his laughter and swore as two tawny eyes with slitted pupils blinked at the sunlight, which struck its tiger-striped cheek. A pink cat nose sniffed the air. The creature turned toward Riasg and growled with a sound far larger than its child-sized form.

      “Do you think he is hungry?” Riasg asked.

      “I think he doesn’t like you.” Gavin’s voice rang with laughter. The little cat creature flicked an ear toward her. “Or maybe it just doesn’t like dark fae.”

      “I’ll try not to take it personally then.”

      Just like he didn’t take the sweep of Gavin’s fingers motioning him to back up as anything other than an instruction from his friend… who also happened to be his queen. Riasg might have more magic than he thought still possible in this polluted world, but Gavin was something else entirely. Old fae and wise, she was a woman, light fae, and a queen. He had a feeling she could charm a banshee.

      Soft light grew around her, fading out the world to dull, blurred tones. The gold crown threaded through her red hair glinted as gilt vines twisted through her locks, unveiling leaves both gilt and green. She opened her arms to the feral child and smiled.

      He moved so fast that Riasg’s heart missed a beat. If the creature had been a threat, Gavin would have been dead at his feet before he reacted. Instead, he breathed again. A small furred child snuggled in Gavin’s arms… purring. Riasg remembered to close his jaw.

      “What is it?”

      “A boy,” Gavin said with a glance at his bare human bottom before she petted his sleek cat face. His whiskers twitched, and golden eyes closed with contentment. “One that hasn’t had a good wash in quite some time.”

      “Have fun with that.” Riasg grinned. “I hear cats don’t like water.”

      Gavin cast him a sour look. “Fine. I’ll take care of our little urchin. You figure out what he is… and where his people should be.”

      Riasg didn’t fault her for the note of doubt that crept into her words. As exciting as it was to find another magical being on this plague-ridden planet, it didn’t mean it had a home here. It was just as likely he was the only one of his kind. How the Light Fae Court would take to sheltering a half-tiger, half-boy creature that used to be fully human would be something to see. But if anyone could, or would, manage it, it would be Gavin.

      Riasg left Gavin and her charge amid the relative safety of a park outside the city where they’d found the boy amid ruins too far gone even to be made into slums. He managed not to laugh when he saw her walking toward the river.

      The air here was sultry, lush with equal humidity and bird song, even if he didn’t recognize a single species. Palm trees swayed in the breeze. Though, somehow, the sound of their dry leaves in the wind reminded him of cornstalks in a brisk fall breeze. His next breath held a mixture of cold that did not belong to where he stood now, and for a moment, he hovered between the sunlit day that promised heat and the cold night when he’d stood in the fields of Wind River with October. He released the air in his lungs and anchored himself here.

      He’d never been to India, but he was amazed as well as perplexed by it. There was no question Gavin had never been here. Riasg really wasn’t sure who had the more difficult task, cleaning the boy or finding out what he was. At least he knew where to start.

      Just like the fae, Indian magical creatures had become myths. Most legends were half true… well, if even that much. So Riasg went to where old tales were housed without alteration. Riasg joined a line of tourists visiting an ancient temple unnoticed because he chose not to be. A glamour wasn’t that difficult to cast, especially when people were not looking for one. It took three temples before he saw a painting of a half-man, half-tiger. It is was attacking a group of humans, which didn’t necessarily ease Riasg’s mood. What had he left Gavin alone with? Still, it was a bit of a relief to realize the boy was at least native to the country where he’d found himself.

      Below the image, an aesthetic wearing a simple loin cloth and traditional headdress sat. He opened his eyes from his meditation and peered up at Riasg. It took Riasg a moment to realize the man actually saw him despite the glamour. Yes, India was proving to be very interesting indeed.

      “You are not what you seem.”

      The man’s smile stretched his parchment-thin skin to reveal white teeth. “Nor are you.”

      Riasg didn’t know the rules here because he didn’t know most of the creatures outside the fae. And he certainly didn’t know if he should trust something pretending to be human that happened to be where he needed help. Still questioning fate or the wisdom of something that could survive in this world often ran its own risks.

      So, Riasg nodded to the painting above the man’s head. “What are those?”

      “They are called kirata. Don’t believe the images, though; they prefer fish to flesh.”

      Riasg almost argued that point. His fingers stung at the memory of a sharp bite. But then, he hadn’t actually lost a finger.

      “Have you seen any?”

      The man closed his eyes again, freezing into his posture of meditation as another group of tourists approached. “Not for years. Try the north-eastern jungles where people are few and tigers are more.”

      The information wasn’t much, but with a name, he could at least do a bit more research. Outside the temple, he pulled his cell phone out of its charmed sleeve. It wouldn’t turn on. He cursed under his breath. Well, if he could find an Internet café, he could do some research. If he didn’t destroy every computer in the place first. He might just have to charm a human for some help …

      “Kirata,” Riasg said to Gavin when he returned over an hour later, then paused and tried not to laugh.

      Gavin was equally as wet as the boy who slept curled up on a blanket next to her, looking more like an overly large tabby cat dozing in the warm afternoon. At least he did until his striped fur bristled, and he snarled at Riasg’s return. Riasg pulled a small parcel from the folds of his jacket, which he’d folded across his arms hours earlier. India’s climate was not something he was used to or dressed for.

      Fish smell leaked from the paper covering before he finished unwrapping it. Considering the growing width of the boy’s eyes as well as his gaping mouth that revealed slender, pointed teeth, Riasg thought about just tossing it to him, paper and all. But that would hardly improve the boy’s manners.

      “And they eat fish,” Riasg added as he cautiously handed the whole fish he’d brought to the clawed hands of the young kirata. The boy purred as he devoured it, bones and all.

      “Why am I not surprised?” Gavin said with a laugh as she stroked his head. “Do you know where his kind might live?”

      “I have a place to start.”

      Riasg took them via the spiral path, though the kirata struggled the entire time with enough force that both he and Gavin gained scratches. Whatever origins the kirata had, their time must not resemble the fae. Riasg felt a bit of relief when they stepped from the crystalline darkness to a day so sweltering in heat and humidity that skin felt like too much to wear.

      Gavin smoothed back hair disheveled by the boy as much as the climate. Riasg doubted he appeared much better. She peered around the dense foliage of the jungle and took a deep breath. “Where do we start, do you think?”

      Riasg wished he understood Adahy’s manitou ability to follow connections. If he had that, finding a home for the boy would have been as easy as holding a compass. Asking Adahy to join them might not be a bad idea, but it also lodged a heavy weight in his innards. He’d deal with that later. Though the thought and the climate made him miss the cold of Iceland … or the night dark fields of Vermont even more.

      Riasg opened his mouth to answer, but the boy started struggling in Gavin’s arms again. She braced herself, holding him tightly, at least until his claws unsheathed and dug in.

      “Ow, you little bogart!” Eyes tearing with pain, Gavin grabbed for the wily creature, but he dodged her as well as Riasg.

      With a flick of his sleek ears and a flash of his bare bottom, he scooted up the nearest tree as if he were all cat. Gavin put one hand on her hip but kept the other pressed to a new puncture wound from his talons. “Now, how do we get him down?”

      “We will take care of that.”

      Riasg and Gavin turned as a woman wearing a fuchsia and silver sari stepped from between two trees—at least, woman described most of her. Like the boy, from the waist up, she was better described as a cat, a quite lovely, golden tigress. Riasg had the manners to blink a few times, and that was about it.

      “You are kirata,” Gavin said, her gaze pointedly on the two tiger-striped warriors carrying spears just behind the woman.

      “And you are fae… and a long way from home.” The kirata’s voice was low and held a ripple that could either have been a purr or the amusement of a cat playing with a mouse it had cornered.

      Riasg’s spine stiffened. The shadows of the jungles deepened, causing one of the warriors to glance upward as if he expected to see thick clouds. The woman, though, she turned her golden and slitted eyes on Riasg.

      “And you are the one with magic.”

      Riasg didn’t correct her. Gavin had more than enough magic of her own, but strangers didn’t need to know that. Instead, he bowed to her.

      “I am called Riasg.”

      Her whiskered cheeks pulled back, but as much as she flashed sharp teeth, Riasg was fairly certain the look was a smile. At least he hoped so.

      He was out of his element in the jungle. The heat distracted him, clogging his breath that wanted to come quickly in preparation to fight. Instead, he had to focus on filling his lungs with enough air instead of all moisture. Sweat trickled down his back, itching like ants he couldn’t take the time to swat away. Above the buzzing of insects, birds, and swaying leaves, he couldn’t have heard an elephant sneak up on them, much less something as silent as a magical cat. Their best option was to escape to the spiral path. His fingers itched to grab Gavin’s arm.

      The woman pressed her palms together and bowed to Riasg and Gavin. “And I am Akhila.”

      “You came quickly,” Gavin said without giving her name. That made Riasg smile. Gavin hadn’t made up her mind about the kirata yet.

      “That much magic occurring in our forest isn’t an ordinary event…” Akhila’s eyes wandered back to Riasg. “At least not anymore. But these are strange times. We keep guards posted.”

      Riasg ran his eyes over her again. The lines of old wounds laced across her fur. Akhila might be the one speaking and not carrying a spear, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t fight. She could certainly sense magic. Both things he was fairly certain Gavin had already noticed. Riasg had magic, but he was not a guard or a Huntress to protect his queen. If he were, he wouldn’t be so worried at the moment.

      Riasg jumped as Akhila stepped forward, walking between him and Gavin. But her gaze stayed on the little boy up the tree. She held up a hand and meowed to him.

      “He was human. He might not know… well, much or what has happened to him,” Gavin said gently.

      Akhila paused before turning her head to Gavin. “And you found him?”

      “We are looking for new ones of our kind.”

      “And the little one has magic,” Riasg added.

      Ahkila’s whiskers twitched. “Amazing. And very kind.” She dropped her hand and regarded the two interlopers to the forest. “Our settlement is small and hidden, but you are welcome here.”

      Gavin smiled and inclined her head. “Thank you. I am Gavin of the Greenwood, Queen of the Light Fae.”
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      “She could marry me!”

      A rose and gold pixie rolled her eyes as she crossed her arms. “That won’t make her fae.”

      “Oh.” The sprite paced across the windowsill. Late afternoon sunlight glinted across his translucent yellow body. “There must be a hex, a charm, or a jinx that will make her fae?”

      “I’m not sure I’d trust whatever they come up with,” October whispered to Amanda, torn between finding the small fae adorable and being slightly terrified. October was absolutely certain though, that whatever weakness she felt, it was nothing compared to the devastation Amanda was going through—even if the effects of the virus were not severe.

      Amanda blew her nose into a tissue. “I’m just happy it keeps them busy.” She waved the fresh tissue she’d pulled from the box toward the assembly of small fae clustered on the window.

      “A house full of small fae is a bit of a handful in the best of times,” Celeste admitted as she brought Amanda a tray of soup and crackers. “Do you need anything, dear?”

      October shook her head. She felt well today, vibrantly so. Part of her wanted to race out the door and spread her arms to embrace the sunlight and sing like some cheesy musical. It was seeing Amanda curled up on the couch of Celeste’s house in Boston, layered in blankets next to a full wastebasket of used tissues that kept her jubilation in check. Singing did not seem appropriate to October or apparently the contingent of small fae that lived in Celeste’s house.

      Celeste, though, looked wonderful, even with concern clouding her eyes as she fussed over Amanda. Really, she resembled a silver-haired version of Gavin, all the way down to a bit of glow in the air around her. That Celeste had a bit, well more than a bit, of fae blood came as no surprise to anyone. She’d sailed through the after-effects of the virus with barely a sniffle. What was surprising was the same wasn’t true for Amanda, despite her ability to see auras.

      “Gavin might know more herbs to take.” Bramble ended his suggestion with a trilled coo that sounded comforting even if it made his spines quiver and a dark fang protrude from his lips.

      “Have you seen her?” Celeste’s already bright eyes took on even more of a shine.

      October shook her head again. “I’ll ask the next time Riasg comes back if she isn’t with him. He said she’d come soon.”

      A bit of color as well as a glimmer of Amanda’s usual mischievousness snuck into the smile that tugged at the tired muscles of her face. She glimpsed at October from over the rim of her steaming tea. “You’ve seen Riasg?”

      The simple sentence was like kicking a stone over the edge of a cliff. Emotions tumbled and bounced through October with an uncontrollable force and very little understanding. But puffy-eyed and red-nosed Amanda’s crush on the dark fae hardly called for the strife October felt. Riasg hardly deserved the level of overwhelm October felt over him most days. She happily shoved it aside. Today was about freedom from quite a lot of issues, including her illness to being cooped up on the farm, and most definitely included thinking about that darn dark fae.

      “Yes, when he dropped off Adahy.” October glanced over her shoulder to the garage at the same moment Adahy opened the door.

      October did her best not to snort at the perfect timing. Because knowing exactly when to appear and what to do when he got there seemed to be Adahy’s latest quirk. It was so consistent it was annoying.

      Adahy had changed too from the time they had dated. Between being wounded and losing his power to who knows how long spent wandering the spiral path through time under Raven’s guidance, plus the return of his magic with an understanding he hadn’t known before, the young manitou seemed to have aged years in the space of weeks. But considering he was part fae, that was always a possibility.

      “That’s right,” Celeste said with a smile at Adahy as she handed him the tea she’d offered to make him before he loaded her van with the new supplies for the cafe he and October had brought. “You were at the Light Court.”

      Amanda’s eyes narrowed as she glanced sidelong toward Celeste at the wistfulness in the woman’s voice. October squeezed her hand, but Amanda’s smile of thanks looked more like a wince as she slouched into her pillows and cradled her tea.

      He hadn’t been at the Light Fae Court or just at the Light Fae Court, but to October’s surprise, he lied. “Yes, I had things to take care of.”

      October raised an eyebrow, but Adahy’s glance slid over her like she’d charmed herself invisible. For acting and appearing more manitou than fae, he could be so fae at times. She’d have to figure out what he wasn’t telling Celeste and Amanda later.

      “We could take her to Elphame!”

      The outburst was met with a small chorus of excited, chittering agreement. Amanda eyed the buzzing and dancing creatures like she was torn between throwing a pillow at them or just going to hide in her room.

      “You know the gates to Elphame are closed, right?” October told the small fae as kindly as she could while trying not to laugh. Winged fae had the attention span of a drunk butterfly from what she could tell, but they were trying really hard to make Amanda well … and fae, in their own small way.

      A blue-legged fairy waved a hand in dismissal toward October while blowing a raspberry with his tongue. October did crack a smile at that, as did Amanda.

      “He’s my night in shining blue armor,” Amanda whispered with an eye roll and giggle.

      “Yes! We can go on the small fae paths.”

      “Do you know where they are?”

      “We can find them again.”

      “And wiggle and ziggle our way to Elphame.”

      “Oh, but she won’t fit.”

      A silence fell over the group as they turned as one to stare at Amanda. She leaned slightly away from their unblinking eyes.

      “I know! We’ll grow a fairy ring!”

      A fresh cheer went up. A pixie and a fairy cranked open the window as several tried to push their way out when it was only open a half-inch.

      “Do you remember how?”

      “Yes, yes! You’ll see!”

      October had to bite her lip to keep from laughing. But she finally had to gasp as the last of the fae poured out of the house and into the yard. “It’s November! In Massachusetts.” She shook her head. “Nothing is going to grow.”

      Amanda and Celeste silently laughed, but it was the look on Adahy’s face that erased October’s amusement. He looked like he was about to be ill. October parted her lips, but his eyes refocused on her face. He shook his head just the smallest fraction. Cold like she’d swallowed a stone lodged in her stomach.

      “We should go,” Adahy said as he set his cup down. “It will be dark by the time we get back to Wind River.”

      October sighed, but he was right, and at the moment, she was looking forward to the drive. She had more than a few things she wanted to ask.

      Celeste opened her arms to envelop the tall manitou in a hug that required her to stand on her tiptoes. “I could have come⁠—”

      “We don’t mind,” October and Adahy said at the same time. “But, I mean, next time if you’d like to visit with Soyla, of course,” October mumbled after the slightest pause. She smiled as innocently as she could. She was fae too.

      Amanda struggled to sit up, tossing aside her blankets like she meant to stand.

      “No, stay put. You don’t need to see us out.” October tried to push the blankets back over her friend, but instead, Amanda grabbed her arms and hugged her. October held her in return, whispering in her ear, “You’ll be well soon; you’ll see.”

      When she released October, tears glistened in Amanda’s eyes. “This sucks. I hate being sick.” She wiped her eye dry as she swallowed hard. “I really thought I was fae, you know? But… if you hadn’t done what you did and diluted the virus, I’d be dead.” Amanda’s smile rang true this time. “This is fine.”

      “You never know,” Bramble chirped. “They might find a way to make you fae yet.”

      Amanda blinked away her tears and smiled before thanking him.

      It took the hour until they were out of Boston’s traffic for Amanda’s words to stop ringing in October’s ears. She sighed and leaned back against the truck’s worn bucket seat, blinking the highway and darkening day into focus.

      Adahy glanced over at her. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” Her voice wavered, so she swallowed, wishing they had taken a thermos of tea or something with them.

      The truck was sparse on amenities or supplies. Bramble sat on the seat between them curled up on an old jacket, which they kept there just to keep him and his quills from sliding across the seat and into people. But October knew looking for something to drink was just a distraction. She wanted to talk but didn’t.

      “I know I’ve felt lousy a lot recently, but seeing Amanda and knowing she could have died… would have, makes my misery seem so silly.”

      Adahy’s distracted smile as he watched the traffic had a sad tinge to it which fit the overcast evening and the day they’d had. October leaned her head against the cold glass window behind her. “So much for a fun day away from Wind River.”

      Adahy’s glance held a glimmer of spark. “It was good to get away. I feel like the place is trying to suck me back into who I was before you and Riasg came.” He didn’t say his mother and grandfather, but October guessed he meant them as much as the magic of the farm itself … considering that stemmed from his grandmother. “I’m surprised you left your pile of books for a whole,” he glanced at the clock, “eight hours.”

      Adahy’s tone was teasing, but October groaned. “I think I’m more confused than when I started reading them.”

      “So, why are you reading books on manitou and Native American heritage?”

      The teasing was gone. It was time to talk in the way they had been too giddy to do when they left Wind River before dawn.

      October took a gulp of air. “I’m trying to figure out who Beira might be.”

      Adahy took a slow breath in as he straightened his spine. But beyond casting her a long glance, he said nothing. Because he knew there was more for her to say.

      October closed her eyes. “I would have failed when we spread the antidote across time.” She swallowed and opened her eyes to peer earnestly at Adahy. “I didn’t feel magic at all, much less know how to amplify it. But then Beira was there, and she… helped me somehow. Again.”

      “And you think she is an ancestor?”

      October smiled wryly at him. “You’re the one who gave me the idea.” She shrugged. “I’ve got a bit of Native America blood, so … maybe?” October cocked her head at him. “What about you? Why did you look like that when the small fae mentioned Elphame?”

      Adahy’s fingers whitened as he gripped the wheel harder. She played the same game he had on her. She waited, sitting in silence until he finally snorted.

      “Leanag said… a lot of things.”

      “It doesn’t mean any of them were true.”

      Adahy shook his head. “No, but I know when she is lying.” He glanced at her again. Yeah, if anyone would know when Leanag held something back, it would be Adahy.

      “And?”

      “She said when she was on the spiral path that she somehow got caught in the wall that marks the boundary that is the Cailite Ré; she said it is like a dark river, and it pulled her along. When she fell out, she was in front of the gates of Elphame, and they were open.”

      October waited in the hissing silence of the truck’s engine and wheels rolling over the asphalt.

      Adahy bit his lip. “She said Elphame was destroyed. Whatever created the Cailite Ré burnt Elphame to the ground.”

      October’s brows furrowed as she struggled with both understanding what Adahy said and what to say in return. Both seemed impossible. She crossed her arms and slumped again against the back cushion. “I think we need to go back to the spiral path and see for ourselves.”

      “That’s… actually exactly what I want to do.” Adahy’s sullen mood lifted a degree. The smile he tossed in October’s direction was deeper and less distracted. “We could ask Riasg⁠—”

      October groaned. Adahy tried to keep his amusement in check but failed in the end. He laughed, but October knew it wasn’t spiteful. If anything, she found it wonderfully sweet.

      “There has to be a way other than him. I mean, some days, I think I could just about manage to amplify your power enough…” She rubbed a spot between her brows that ached. “Otherwise, we should try to set an appointment with whoever is managing Riasg’s calendar and⁠—”

      Adahy waited the space of a breath for her to continue. “And?” he asked at last.

      “The small fae… did they really have their own paths to Elphame? Do you think they know ways onto the spiral path?”

      Adahy met her gaze long enough that he had to jerk his attention back to the road as the tires hit the edge of the rumble strip. “I don’t know.”

      They both glanced down at the sleeping Bramble. Cautiously, she poked his belly. He bit her finger.

      “Dammit, Bramble, wake up!” October yanked her finger from his mouth, which he released as he yawned.

      He eyed her warily as he stretched and wrinkled his mouth to the taste of blood. October glared at him as she sucked her wounded finger.

      “Next time, I’m upending you onto the floor,” she hissed at him.

      “Why did you wake me?” His lack of apology made her want to bundle him into the jacket where he lay and toss him into the back of the truck.

      “Are there ways, small fae ways, onto the spiral path?” Adahy at least managed to sound like he wasn’t laughing at her sudden wounding.

      Bramble perked up. He cocked his head, thoughts racing. It seemed the rumbling silence of the truck stretched on for hours, though Bramble’s silence did last until Adahy pulled off the highway and onto the winding side roads of Vermont to head to the farm.

      “Yes.”

      October’s breath exited with a whoosh. “Can you make one?”

      Bramble’s evil smile said yes. “It will cost you.”

      She should have tossed him into the bed of the truck. “You just got a mouthful of blood. What else do you want?”

      Bramble’s thin lips twitched. “I’ll think on it.”

      Even Adahy tapped his fingers at that. “I don’t think he remembers how.”

      Bramble growled as he narrowed his eyes. Outside the truck, a nearly identical sound grew into a howl. Then a chorus of howls and yips drifted across the valley, echoing from the ridges. October’s eyes widened.

      “There aren’t wolves in Vermont,” Adahy said.

      “Those aren’t normal wolves. We need to get back!”
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      Riasg leaned back against the woven fronds of his ground chair and relaxed. Gavin glanced at him out of the corner of her eye as she smiled.

      “Feeling more at ease?”

      Despite the question, her attention remained mostly on the small community of kirata and their home amid old stone ruins, some new wooden structures high in the trees, and a central area where they gathered around their newest member. They’d named the boy Sai, and he seemed happy with it as well as the attention. But it might have been because of the food.

      “It’s dark,” he answered simply.

      Gavin’s eyes widened as she glanced into the night sky overhead. “I sometimes forget you are dark fae.”

      “How… kind of you?”

      She laughed and threw a handful of discarded nut shells at him. “You can’t retaliate!” she said, holding a hand up to defend herself. “I’m your queen.”

      “That is decidedly not fair.”

      “Who said the fae are fair?” She winked at him as her attention shifted back to a tangle of two young kirata girls fighting over who got to feed Sai.

      “This is what you wanted when the spell chaining you to Fair Isle was broken?”

      Gavin touched the plain stone she wore as a necklace with delicate fingers. “No.” She looked fully at Riasg and beamed at him. “This is so much more. Thank you.”

      He smiled in return. “Finding the new fae was your idea. I’m just helping.”

      Gavin snorted. “You are my escape from the court, and you know it.”

      She tossed a few sticks and shells with a flick of her fingers before leaning into her chair as well. She looked up at the night sky where bright stars shone through small breaks in the forest canopy, causing her long hair to tumble over her shoulder in a river of twisting waves.

      “I almost envy Leanag her castle.” Gavin paused as she stiffened and turned to Riasg quickly, touching him lightly on his arm. “I don’t mean I approve of the loss of Doras Mór.”

      “Hah.” He squeezed her fingers before releasing them. “I would never have imagined you to do so.”

      She relaxed again. Riasg let the jungle sounds fill the night air around them. The humidity still clung to his skin like he’d grown kirata fur only made of water. Despite the mild discomfort, there was something so different about a night with people he hadn’t known existed that it felt like he’d stepped into a fairy dream. Which was saying something for a fae.

      “I mean that Leanag lives above ground and not locked beneath it in a living tomb.”

      “Ah, here I thought you liked the castle.”

      Gavin tossed a handful of shells at him again. He grinned. And then the total strangeness of the moment hit him like a plunge into the northern sea.

      Gavin sat up and grabbed his wrist. “What is it?”

      “I lived under Efflyn’s rule in Doras Mór for over a century and a half. She was my queen. And I don’t think she ever sat on the ground or threw nuts at me.”

      Gavin tossed back her head and laughed in a very unqueenly manner that made Riasg’s chest compress with an ache. It took Gavin a few minutes to calm herself and wipe her eyes dry.

      “I’m not very good at being a queen,” she admitted.

      “I think you are the best fae queen I’ve ever met.” He meant it. “Or read about,” he added, knowing his years were scant compared to hers. It was dark and hard to tell, but Riasg swore she blushed.

      It took Gavin a minute to speak again. “I thought for a moment that something was wrong with October.”

      Gavin spoke so casually that it took half a minute for her words to hit him and spread a wave of warmth through him. He had to swallow to clear his throat to speak.

      “No, she is fine.”

      “Is she? Is she over the virus yet?”

      Riasg shook his head. “No, but she is healing.”

      Gavin frowned. “I still don’t like it. We should stop by Wind River so I can check on her.”

      Riasg nodded but stopped mid-motion. This time what he felt was something other than a thought or a memory. Magic brushed against his arm with the intensity of sparks from a fire then a surge rushed over him as if he’d fallen into flames.

      “That was something.” Gavin’s wide eyes were on Riasg when he refocused on something other than the prickling pull to the spiral path.

      “Stronger than with Sai.”

      Gavin rose to her feet in a swift move that scattered leaves. She held out a hand to Riasg. “Then we go.”

      The delay to tell Akhila took only a few moments, but Riasg chaffed at it. The magic had bloomed hot and strong but had grown to cold ash already. When he took Gavin’s hand and spun them in a circle that spiraled wind and leaves into a tight vortex around them, he did so in such a rush that she fell against him. He steadied her, his attention on the path and the threads of time along with the lives that ran through it.

      He had to walk back five minutes to find the flare of power that lit the path with a burst of brilliant desperation. Whoever had created it needed help, which seemed consistent with the luck they had finding those new to magic.

      “This way.” In his rush, he nearly dragged Gavin along with him as he hurried after the pulse, traveling along time as it reversed.

      Side spirals, tight spirals, they slipped through the twists of the spiral path without care to where it landed them. Riasg was confident that he would find the way home. And if something happened to him, Gavin would fend quite well for herself. And nothing would happen to her unless he died first. He would not lose another queen.

      Caution finally caught up with him as they stepped into a crisp alpine night where the scent of woodsmoke stung his nostrils.

      “Where?” Gavin stepped quickly forward between boulders poking through thin soil covered in wiry grass.

      Riasg caught her arm. He already knew they weren’t alone. Whatever had caused the magic hid somewhere nearby. Not to mention the existence of whatever threat caused the creature to find a reservoir of magic to protect itself.

      The night pulsed with fragmented magic and splitting paths. For the third time, Riasg wished they had with them someone more skilled in fights. That did not bode well.

      “I’ll go first.”

      Gavin’s amusement faded as she stared into Riasg’s eyes. Finally, she nodded. He released her arm and walked as quietly as he could through the darkness. At least it was night. He was dark fae and full of magic on a moonless night in a land not as alien to him as the distant jungle they’d just left. Here, he had control.

      Shadows slipped toward him and Gavin like snakes made of smoke, wrapping them in a cloak of night and a glamour of silence. Just behind him, Gavin’s breath hitched, but she didn’t complain about being wrapped in the protection of dark fae magic even though she was light. In her long years, she’d probably fared worse… like the not-so-veiled maneuverings of the court.

      Tensed but ready, Riasg stepped from boulder to pea stone gravel and back to hard rock. Just below the rise where they stood, there was not much in the way of hiding places on the rolling hillside. In the bright starlight, boulders cast shadows like portals to a world that knew no sunshine. On the saddle of the ridge, the ruins of an old hut and stone coral lay on a flat spot. Beyond them stood a three-sided shelter. Even from where he stood, Riasg could smell the tang of sheep manure and the dust of old hay.

      He guessed more than knew what they sought lay in the small assembly of buildings. Where else could a new fae hide and something hunt it? That was where he would go.

      A woman’s scream cut through the night air. Gavin darted forward, but Riasg was faster. He held her back, though he did quicken his pace at Gavin’s glare. He would have asked her if she intended to rush headlong into danger, but she had allowed him into her Greenwood. Her intentions were good, but she didn’t always have the best sense.

      A jolt of magic burned through the night, singeing the grass at his feet and leaving the taste of charred moss on his lips. That was what he’d felt through the tangle of the spiral path and had led him backward in time to this moment. The power was as untamed as a storm and just as potent.

      “By the night,” Riasg cursed and threw caution to the wind as he charged the rest of the distance to the dark house where the doorway gaped like the broken gates to an underworld. He ignored Gavin’s breathless “finally” as she kept pace with him.

      Stone shattered against a wall as Riasg dashed over the threshold. He caught sight of something dark and a flicker of paleness like white hands before the blurred image vanished through a narrow door into the next room. A tiny sound reminiscent of the squeak of a cornered mouse before a cat ate it quivered in the air before the night fell too quiet.

      Riasg pulled magic to his hands as if he summoned a black hole into being. The air filled with static so that Gavin’s hair floated about her face as they both dove through the open doorway.

      A man leaned over the trembling form of a young woman who stood with her head thrown back and long neck exposed. His hands rested on her waist under her open coat. For a moment, Riasg’s thoughts jumbled at what he witnessed. The pose was so intimate he considered he’d misread the entire moment. And then he saw the blood.

      Riasg grabbed the man’s shoulder, but hauling him away took more force than physical. So he used a jolt of magic to sting the man’s skin. Its razor-like bite sank through clothing and swung the man’s head around. He snarled at Riasg with a mouth ringed in blood and holding fangs that Akhila would have admired. Then he sprang at Riasg with the speed of something that could fly.

      Riasg tumbled backward to the fallen debris on the floor, but he didn’t hit it. Instead, he struck the crystalline surface of the spiral path. Light like miniature lightning exploded around him as crackling filled the air. He rolled to his feet and stepped back into the house again, more frightened to have left Gavin alone with the creature than to face whatever it was.

      He needn’t have worried.

      Gavin stood over the woman with a hand held out to the beast that appeared as a man. At least Riasg assumed that was her pose. His eyes stung and watered from the light Gavin had conjured so that he couldn’t look at her. She shone so brightly white that her blazing after image appeared in his eyes when he closed them.

      “Bæhrōyn,” Riasg flung the word at the man who crouched behind an arm raised to shield his face from Gavin’s brilliance. He froze as if turned to stone.

      “That’s a relief,” Riasg said as Gavin lowered her hand, and the scintillating glow around her faded somewhat.

      Casting that much magic at night had to cost the Light Queen a dose of energy, but she stood proud and erect as if ready to attack the man by transforming into a valkyrie if she had to. If she could. Riasg wouldn’t put it past her.

      “At least magic affects it,” Riasg said as he walked up to the creature. Its dark eyes followed him. Magic might work, but the beast still retained some control.

      “I’m just glad you remembered the spell I taught you.” Gavin flipped her hair out of her face before bending over the woman. “It’s a vampire.”

      Riasg’s instinct was to laugh. She had to be joking. But with a sickening feeling, he realized it made sense. “They’re real?”

      “I thought they’d died out. It’s been years…” Gavin’s voice faded as she checked the woman’s pulse.

      “She’s alive?”

      Gavin nodded as she shook the woman’s shoulder gently. Her head rolled with spineless resistance.

      “Fainted?”

      “More like entranced… somehow? Do you think his bite immobilized her?” Gavin turned her attention to the man frozen behind her. His nostril’s flared. “Magic doesn’t last long on their kind.”

      Riasg raised a hand. “I could bespell him again… with something more potent.” He glared at the man with a look as feral as he’d offered Riasg. The vampire’s eyes narrowed.

      Gavin cut off her laugh. “Yes, I’m sure.” She stepped up to him. “I thought your kind did not hunt fae.”

      He stared at her. She sent sparks at him that made him wince. No magic did not last long on him.

      “Speak!”

      The vampire gritted his teeth. Riasg felt a tad bit better to see it was a struggle to manage that. At least his magic had some effect.

      “Considering the taint in most blood, fae is usually cleanest… if you can get around the taste of magic.”

      Gavin’s lip curled. “I have a feeling you enjoy that part.” Riasg thought she might just ignite him.

      The vampire nodded or at least attempted a nod at the girl slumped on the floor behind Gavin. “It is hardly fair. Her family was human up until a few weeks ago. I’ve been feeding off them for a month. Then the cursed virus came through, and suddenly she’s got a bit more defense.”

      “Good for her. You can thank Population Zero for the virus,” Riasg hissed. Gavin’s lips twitched. “Shall we kill him?”

      “Don’t you know who I am?” The vampire’s anger was enough to give him the strength to lift his chin… a centimeter or so.

      “Mate, I didn’t even know what you were. You think I’d know your name?”

      The vampire’s lips pulled back in a snarl that unfolded in slow motion.

      “Well, don’t just show off your teeth.” Gavin crossed her arms and leaned onto one leg. Riasg expected her to tap a booted foot. “Tell us. Who are you?”

      “I’m Tasyn Vassethier!”

      “And?” Gavin shrugged.

      The man shuddered. Riasg raised his hand, magic charging the air like lightning about to snap. Tasyn’s eyes slid toward Riasg. Old eyes, Riasg realized, in a young face. He was going to have to ask Gavin what she knew of vampires.
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