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      She’d been buried alive.

      A gnawing, hollow feeling in her gut woke her before the chilling realization set in. Her eyes opened to darkness unbroken by the barest thread of light. Panicking, she threw up her hands and encountered a slab of metal, cold and hard, too heavy to lift. With frenzied fingers, she searched around her, finding crumbling stone walls to the sides and thin bedding beneath. That’s when she knew she was entombed. Her heart jumped to her throat. Think. That was how she got out of this.

      She screamed instead, with such fear that it felt like her soul was ripping out of her chest, leaving her lighter, untethered. Her arms flew up, and this time, the slab lifted and tumbled away as easily as if it were a leaf. Panting, she burst through the opening into the familiar gloom of her basement. She’d been buried in her own home. Why? By whom?

      Frantically scanning the room, she spied a rat. Rearing back on its hind legs, it appeared to be frozen in fear. She took a step toward it, her body oddly weightless. She took another step. It didn’t react. She licked her lips, snatched it up, and bit its neck.

      Her soul suddenly condensed and collided with her body with jarring force. She had weight again. The rat squeaked and struggled as blood flowed over her tongue. She gulped down the warm, faintly salty fluid, the sound of its heartbeat fading.

      Realization hit heavy and hard. Grendel, you idiot, you’re a Vampire. You buried yourself this morning. Must you do this to yourself every night?
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      A few minutes later, Grendel headed to the dumpster in her alley, the rat wrapped in a piece of bed sheet and stuffed in a plastic bag.

      A neighbor taking out his trash glanced up at her curiously. She hoped the clothes she wore didn’t look like she’d slept in them and self-consciously pushed her glasses up her nose. The glasses were Magickal and a gift from Ashwin, a helpful, handsome, delicious young man. She didn’t know the last from experience, but she couldn’t help extrapolating from how wonderful he smelled—the solid, strong thump of his heart, and whoosh of the blood in his veins. She licked her lips.

      The neighbor, an older gentleman with a bit of a paunch and jowls shaded by gray stubble, tossed his trash into a bin. He doffed his cap at her. “Evening.”

      He smelled flowery sweet, like cancer, and the blood that flowed through his veins sputtered in the area of his heart. Still, he was delicious, too, and her fangs nicked the insides of her lips.

      “Evening,” she said, smiling with her lips closed, which had the advantage of looking sweet and grandmotherly and also hid her fangs. That seemed to satisfy him. He didn’t stare at her or call to her; he merely went about his business. The cancer wasn’t advanced; he wasn’t close enough to death to recognize her for what she was or in pain enough to crave her presence, to hold her in his arms as his blood spilled over her tongue ...

      Grendel swallowed the lump in her throat. She should mention to Cherie he was sick; Cherie could convince him to get treatment. Grendel sighed. That would mean she’d have longer to wait before he did call for her.

      “Do the right thing, Grendel,” she whispered. “Do you want to be a monster?”

      Yes. Maybe. Sometimes.

      “Not now,” she whispered to herself. People needed to not be afraid of her. “There’s too much at stake for me to wind up at the sharp end of one.” Grendel surveyed her alley. Potholed pavement revealed ancient flagstones beneath newer asphalt and tar. Weeds jutted from beneath fences and garbage cans. A stray cat wisely slunk away from her. The air smelled like rain and spoiled food. Bats fluttered overhead, and a few insects sang. Beneath those sounds there was a sort of thrumming that Grendel felt rather than heard. It was the “sound” of Magick, which Grendel had been reliably informed some “saw” or “tasted” instead of “heard.” With the exception of Magick and the absence of electrical wires—they’d been replaced by underground pipelines that supplied Ember, the fuel for Magickal power—the place looked and smelled exactly as it had over two hundred years ago.

      That it looked so much like before Ember had swept across the world, before electricity had failed, before Vampires had risen, and Magick had awakened, testified to the scene’s wrongness. Nothing living stayed frozen in amber the way her neighborhood had. Nothing natural.

      Sometime after becoming a Vampire, Grendel had fallen asleep, far from her city. According to Cherie, her adopted granddaughter—who wasn’t a Vampire but knew much more about vampirism than Grendel did—Vampires slept for long periods of time occasionally.

      While Grendel had been asleep, her city had been cursed by a faraway Queen who sent a flock of millions of sluagh, crimson-eyed black birds, to devour its inhabitants’ souls. At the last minute, Chicago had been saved by Mizuki DeWitt, an enchantress—or, as these modern folks called her, “a Magickal.” Mizuki had cast a spell that put every living thing—human, animal, and plant—to sleep. In sleep, their souls had been suspended, unreachable by the sluagh. The birds had waited above the slumbering bodies for nearly two centuries, until Cherie, with Grendel’s help, had awoken the one Magickal strong enough to destroy the infestation.

      The Queen still lived and could not be happy. The Magickals of the city said the Queen wouldn’t—probably couldn’t—send sluagh again. A curse that strong had to have been a once-in-a-lifetime spell. But the Queen would react somehow, sooner or later, and Grendel needed to be alive, or at least not a pile of ash, when it happened.

      She approached her dumpster and lifted the lid. A flash of grey in the periphery of her vision made her pause. Sliding her gaze left, she caught the gleam of amber eyes too large for a cat, their owner too stealthy to be a dog. A coyote stood a few paces away, its nose up, perhaps catching the scent of her dead rat. Coyotes had been tolerated in the city since before the Change—they ate rats.

      Salivating, she slowly turned her head. At her motion, it backed up a few steps and ducked. Grendel could hear its rapidly beating heart and the rush of blood in its veins. The creature took another step backward but didn’t run away. She noted the roundness of its belly—it was pregnant and hungry.

      Sighing, Grendel set the garbage can lid down. The coyote scampered back a few more paces. “Relax, I'm not going to eat you,” Grendel grumbled. “More’s the pity.” The coyote, unlike the rat, would be more than an appetizer. Grendel was “allowed” to drink coyotes, but Cherie was uncomfortable with that. “Coyote is a Native American Trickster God,” Cherie had explained. “In some tribes, he’s given credit for creating mankind and the world itself. It seems … undiplomatic … to drink from His totem animal.”

      “The things we do for our children,” Grendel muttered, not sure if she was referring to herself ignoring her appetite because of Cherie’s unease, or the pregnant coyote, desperate for food and facing down a Vampire despite obvious fear. Unwrapping the rat, Grendel tossed it behind the dumpster.

      “Enjoy,” Grendel said to the coyote, turning away. She heard the soft pad of paws behind her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Cherie wasn’t home.

      Grendel knew it as soon as she entered the third-story flat. Cherie used lights after sunset: Ember powered lights that Jack had installed. He’d come over to supervise their installation himself, to make sure it was “done right.” Grendel might have suspected it was an excuse to spend more time with Cherie, but that was the only time he’d spent with Cherie since the sluagh had been eradicated. Grendel had thought Jack was in love with Cherie; however, men in love tended to be underfoot, and Jack was not. Cherie’s feelings toward Jack were uncertain, and Grendel did not know if she was sad or relieved of Jack’s inattention.

      Hoping that she was wrong, that Cherie was taking a nap or reading a book in a window nook, Grendel prowled through the abode. Entering the bathroom, she froze at the sight of her white-haired, wrinkled visage in the medicine cabinet’s mirror. Vampires did have reflections when they were not out-of-time, moving faster than photons could track. That wasn’t the reason for her shock. Draping a towel over the cabinet, she scolded the absent Cherie, “Granddaughter, you left it uncovered.” Backing away, she assured herself the towel covered the mirror completely. She’d destroyed every other mirror in the house, but Cherie had insisted that she needed at least one mirror to check her appearance. Grendel narrowed her eyes and scolded the absent Cherie again. “The evil Queen sees through mirrors, Granddaughter. I’m going to rip it off its hinges if you forget again.”

      Leaving the bathroom and continuing her search, Grendel walked by the figurative ghosts of her family: photos, covered and leaning against the walls and in albums on shelves. She didn’t know her family’s fate in the last two hundred years. They’d already left Chicago before she’d died. She wanted to seek them out but was afraid to do so. Her children and grandchildren were most likely dead. She was probably only a memory now, a half-forgotten story of a great-something grandmother who’d vanished mysteriously after a wedding. She felt like she should look for them. It was a mother’s job to watch after her children.

      “You have a child here,” she told herself. “And they probably don’t want to see a Vampire relative …” She tilted her head and glanced at a shrouded photo. “Unless they are Vampires.” Her nails bit her palms. “In which case they are dead, Grendel.” There had been a war between Vampires and Magickals, and all the undead that hadn’t slept through it had been destroyed. She wasn’t sure if she was sad about that. Other Vampires might try to eat Cherie. She continued down the hall to the kitchen, talking to herself. “You probably wouldn’t like other Vampires. You were never particularly fond of humans.” She found her hands gesturing in the air as she spoke and hissed at herself in frustration. Talking to herself was a habit she’d picked up before she met Cherie. She hadn’t been asleep the whole time since she’d turned. But she couldn’t tell Cherie that. She didn’t want to remember the darkness, pain, and blood …

      Shaking herself, Grendel muttered, “That’s why Cherie should be here. To help me forget.” She wrung her hands.

      Grendel went over to the calendar on the wall, though she’d memorized Cherie’s plans already. Cherie and Jack were attempting to meet with the Old Magickals that Cherie and Grendel had encountered when they’d entered the city: the Fae, a Feilong—a Chinese dragon—and the Greco-Romans. Gates to the worlds of these Old Magickals and others dotted the city. Humans were hoping to form alliances with them before the Queen struck. Or, at the very least, hoping they could come to an agreement whereby the Old Magickals did not intervene in the coming conflict, by, say, sending the city’s defenders on a merry chase through the Greco-Roman Elysia, the land of Fairy, or Chinese Hell.

      Under today’s date Cherie had scribbled Elysia. The portal to that world lay between Chicago’s Little Italy and Greektown, where a Magickal forest had sprung up. Dryads, fauns, centaurs, and Cerberus, the three-headed canine guardian of Hades and the Best Doggy Ever, liked to frolic there. Cherie had duly noted, “Halstead and Harrison 1 PM,” and “Meeting with Spiros and Timoleon.”

      Cherie was with Jack, one of the most powerful beings Grendel had encountered—and Grendel had encountered demons, damned souls, Fae, a dragon, Charon, and Cerberus. Jack would die before he let anything happen to Cherie, and the centaur Timoleon and the faun Spiros were friendly.

      Spiros was too friendly.

      Grendel put a finger to her lips.

      Also, Grendel had seen how Cherie had looked at the River Styx, the gateway to Hades, the abode of dead souls, with longing.

      The finger on Grendel’s lips began to tap.

      In general, Cherie seemed to be a sweet—not literally, and Grendel knew that firsthand, bless Cherie’s generous heart—young woman, who was optimistic and determined. Cherie was friendly and naturally an extrovert, not someone Grendel would ever suspect of suicidal tendencies.

      But then Cherie had adopted Grendel and given Grendel blood, neither of them wise decisions.

      Then there was the matter that Cherie had recently lost her real grandmother and her home in peaceful Somer, Pennsylvania. She’d also lost her friends from said home. Some of them had fled to this very city, but Cherie had chosen Grendel over them to lift the city’s curse, and now Cherie espoused the opinion that humans should make peace with Vampires. Her Somer friends were not pleased, even though at the moment “Vampires” numbered only Grendel. They believed Cherie was under Grendel’s thrall.

      Also, it was 7:30 p.m. Cherie had been gone a long time.

      Jack was with her … Jack was with her …

      Realizing that she was chewing on her nail, Grendel pulled it from her lips with a hiss.

      Cherie would be fine. She had to be fine … before Cherie there had been only darkness, blood, loneliness, and death in Grendel’s undead existence. Grendel’s heart began to pound, and her soul felt heavy within her skin. She opened her mouth, and her soul flew outward. Grendel left time, raced out the door, and took off over the rooftops in the fading sunlight.
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      Where was Cherie? Jack’s gaze slid through the vast open-sided tent, set up in an Elysian field, before returning to Timoleon, the centaur.

      Picking at a jewel in his heavily embroidered jacket, Timoleon spoke in Elysian. The incomprehensible words flowed past Jack like water. On Jack’s shoulder, Nimm, Jack’s friend and Chicago’s omni-lingual Magickal rat advisor, answered in the same tongue. And then, straightening his tiny white bowtie—Jack could feel the rat’s nervous tic even when he couldn’t see it—Nimm translated for the head of the Chicago Chamber of Commerce, the President Pro Tempore of the Chicago City Council, and Jack. “Timoleon suggests that our al-ewe-min-ee-um cannot possibly be up to their standards.”

      Jack forced his eyes not to roll as the rat pronounced aluminum the British way, which Nimm insisted was “more proper.”

      Michael Dower, the head of the Chamber of Commerce, lifted his chin, a hard glint in his eyes.

      Not for the first time, Jack wondered if the centaur was purposely trying to be provocative. Did he know that Michael had a degree in Metallurgy? Was Timoleon purposely trying to be insulting?

      Michael said, “You can tell Mr. Timoleon that—” What followed was a description of aluminum grades and alloys so technical that Jack struggled to keep his eyes from crossing.

      Static prickled at his fingertips as Nimm began to translate this for the centaur who didn’t need it translated—Timoleon could speak English just fine—but he insisted Elysian be spoken on Elysian soil. Jack reminded himself that he should be hopeful. They’d never even had an audience with the Elysians before, much less trade talks. They were only here because of Cherie. The Elysians had arranged this meeting with her. He peered around the tent again, but he didn’t see Cherie, probably because of the centaurs milling about. Craning his neck for a better view, he accidentally knocked Nimm from his shoulder.

      Catching the little guy, Jack said, “Sorry, Nimm.”

      Fidgeting with his perfectly straight bowtie, setting it off kilter, Nimm sniffed and then turned to the centaur and humans. “If you will pardon me, I need to speak with the major for a moment.”

      Jack shook his head. “It’s fine, I—”

      Slapping his tail, Nimm rose to his haunches and a distinctly annoyed chattering came from his bewhiskered snout. Recognizing his rodent friend was about to bite someone—and that someone was probably him—Jack said to the others, “If you will excuse us for a moment?”

      He had not gone five steps when the rodent exclaimed, “If you want to go after your rival, go ahead!”

      “My what?” Jack whispered, taking Nimm to a less occupied corner of the tent and surreptitiously looking for Cherie at the same time. Where was she?

      Nimm’s fur puffed out. “Spiros was winking and making eyes at Cherie the whole meeting.”

      Jack’s skin went hot. “The faun … her contact here?”

      Nimm’s fur flattened, and his ears perked. “You really didn’t notice that?”

      Beyond the fact that Spiros had been the only Elysian that had deigned to speak English to the humans, Jack hadn’t noticed him much at all. The centaurs were the ones who were obviously in charge.

      Nimm’s whiskers twitched, and he sighed. “You know, you’ve said you want to build a nest with Cherie, but you don’t spend much time with her.”

      “I’ve been busy waking the city and preparing it so that Cherie can be safe,” Jack replied. His mind swam with everything that still needed to be done: every possible place that the sluagh could still be hiding and all the trade routes that needed to be revived. Chicago’s population had been hemorrhaging even before the Change, when Magick had swept the world. Poor policies, crime, and corruption had been as much its legacy as its harbor, coastline, and centers of financial, medical, and technical innovation. With the Change had come food shortages. The city had created reserves and turned vacant land back over to agriculture. It wasn’t enough. Some goods were coming across the lake, but that still was not enough. Trade with the Greco-Romans could save them.

      Nimm sniffed. “And maybe in your mind that is building a nest.”

      Jack opened his mouth to protest.

      Nimm’s tail swished. “You can’t be surprised that other males are interested.”

      “Cherie wouldn’t be—”

      Nimm hissed. “They left together.”

      “What?” Jack blinked.

      Nimm pointed with his tail. “They went up that way along that trail through the trees.”

      “You’re wrong” was at the tip of Jack’s tongue. Nimm whipped his tail in annoyance, and Jack’s protest died in his throat. “I’m sure there is a reason. Cherie wouldn’t just run off and …” Jack’s entire body tensed. Weren’t fauns supposed to have Magickal abilities of seduction? Cherie had good sense, and she was Magickal herself, but her Magick wasn’t the sort that lent itself to say, setting goat legs on fire.

      “Your teeth are grinding,” Nimm said. “If you want to go off and exact vengeance, leave me here. I still need to translate.”

      Static flared at Jack’s fingers. Wind rushed through the tent, making the flaps snap, and the support poles groan. Jack eyed the trees, and for a moment, he thought of handing the rat off to the second in command, but then he thought of why he was here. “I can’t leave. My place is here. Cherie is fine.”

      Outside the tent, tree branches bent and moaned in the wind. The lieutenant, who was head of the security detail that had come with the humans, met Jack’s eyes. Fauns, centaurs, naiads, and dryads looked around nervously.

      Nimm’s whiskers twitched. “Cherie is the most important individual in our party. She’s the only human to have spoken to the Feilong, to have had a positive experience with the Fae, and to have escaped Hell.”

      Jack’s jaw got hard. He wanted to go after her, but his duty was here. “I’ll send the lieutenant and a team.” Jack hated that plan, and sparks danced along his fingers.

      Hopping away from the sparks, Nimm repositioned himself on Jack’s wrist. “No one else on your security detail is Magickal, and how effective would their Vampire armor be against harpies or a cyclops?”

      Vampire armor let the wearer slip into the “out-of-time” that Vampires moved through. It wasn’t particularly useful against blunt force. Nimm was giving Jack justification to do what he wanted to do anyway, and Jack smiled grimly. “You’re the best, Nimm.”

      Nimm’s ears folded, and he adjusted his bowtie. “Will you tell that to Nefertiti?”

      Nefertiti was a cat Nimm was romantically fixated on. Jack didn’t think it was a healthy fixation, but his mind was on Cherie. He managed a halfhearted, “sure,” before he deposited Nimm into the waiting palm of the head of the Chamber of Commerce.

      Moments later, he was out of the tent and after Cherie, a gale rising behind him.
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      For the first time since arriving in Elysia, Cherie was worried. The passageway before her was pitch black, and a chill gusted from it.

      Holding the door to the passageway ajar, Spiros bowed. “Milady, after you.”

      The hairs on the back of Cherie’s neck rose, although the charm lying against her sternum wasn’t cold. Spiros wasn’t her enemy, and yet, every warning her grandmother had given her about being alone with strange men was coming back to her. She touched the charm. She had no experience in these situations. “You mustn’t seduce me, Spiros.”

      Spiros’s hand went to the pommel of his sword, Alethia, hanging at his hip. “We haven’t the time to do justice to any ulterior motives I might have, Charming One. If we are going to get the centaurs properly drunk and get these negotiations moving, we need to fetch Zeus’s Lightning Wine before lunch commences.”

      “Alethia” meant truth, and Alethia compelled its bearer to speak the truth. He wasn’t lying.

      The centaurs were stalling negotiations, haggling over the tiniest of minutiae for hours. Spiros had told her it was out of pride—it was demeaning for such mighty Old Magickals to be negotiating with humans. Spiros had been “humbled by a coffee addiction” and wanted trade with Chicago and espresso yesterday. Getting the centaurs drunk would speed things up, he’d promised, and Zeus’s Lightning Wine was “the only thing that will do it.”

      Cherie had agreed to help partially out of boredom and partially to spend time with Spiros. It had been a while since she’d had time with any friend but Grendel. Her friends from Somer …

      Cherie shook away those thoughts and focused on the now. Spiros had managed to bring the centaur leaders into negotiations—and then he and Cherie had been forgotten by humans and centaurs alike in the haggling over the percentage of impurities in alloys and the fractions of pennies in proposed tariffs. Spiros’s eyerolls, winks, and ear flicks had been the only thing that had kept Cherie awake. How did Jack keep a straight face and his eyes open? She hadn’t been able to ask. He’d been at the center of the negotiations, she’d been on the periphery, and he’d barely glanced at her. She’d thought she was accustomed to Jack’s inattention, but it had still been disappointing.

      It was nice to be important to someone. She glanced shyly at Spiros. In daylight, his skin was a warm tan. His eyes were the color of melted chocolate, and his hair was dark and curled around his horns with their veins of silver twisting up to the points. He was wearing clothes this time, a heavy bejeweled jacket, but she remembered his bare chest and how broad and well-muscled it was.

      Spiros canted his head. “You are safe with me.”

      Relieved and disappointed, Cherie stepped into the tunnel. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust. There was a faint light streaming down from her left. When she blinked in that direction, she found a steep, narrow set of stairs.

      Spiros said, “Here, let me go first.”

      He literally hopped up the steps, and as he went, lights flickered beneath his hooves.

      Following him, Cherie’s breath caught at the top of the stairs. The little sitting room she’d entered was altogether charming. Deep upholstered chairs invited her to sit. Bookshelves lined the walls, though some of the shelves were filled with scrolls and tablets, not books. A wood burning stove, unlit in the warm weather, sat off to one side. Festooned with bright ceramic tiles, its surface illustrated mythological scenes of dryads and naiads—or perhaps they were technically scenes of everyday life here. A heavy-duty mat woven with geometric designs—ideal for hooved feet, she suspected—covered the floor. There was a door off to the side carved into living rock. The foyer had been dark, but light from a skylight shone down from above, and windows with flower boxes lined one curved wall.

      “Oh, Nnenne would love this!” Cherie exclaimed, mentally rehearsing how she’d tell Nnenne about it.

      “Nnenne?” asked Spiros, ears coming forward.

      Cherie’s body sagged, and her stomach sank. “My grandmother …”

      Spiros’s body stiffened. Remembering he knew Grendel, Cherie hastily added, “My … human ... grandmother. She raised me. She would love your home.” She picked at her sleeve. “But she recently passed away, and I …” She swallowed a large gulp of air.

      “Sometimes forget?” Spiros suggested gently.

      The corners of Cherie’s eyes were hot. She did forget. “Does it stop?” she asked.

      Spiros shook his head. “Only if you forget her.” He cocked his head to the side. “Would you want that?”

      Cherie examined her sleeve and focused hard on the golden threads. The cream dress was embroidered with golden stars: six points, none parallel, and too narrow to be the Star of David. “German stars,” the man who’d designed her dress had called them. “On our city’s flag, they’re red, but for this dress, they’ll be gold.” Paid for by the city coffers, it was the nicest garment she’d ever owned. Currently, it was also the only garment she owned, besides the clothes she’d arrived in.

      “I guess not,” Cherie said, though how could she live blinking back tears at least once a day? Fighting for her life, her grief hadn’t been as bad. She’d had too many quiet moments lately.

      Ambient Ember crackled in the air above a small table between the chairs. Forcing down the hollowness in her stomach, Cherie drifted over to it. The source of the Ember was a magnifying glass laying over a clay tablet imprinted with exotic characters. Beneath the glass, the characters were in English. “Of course, it was I, Hanuman, who Sita was most delighted to see. She hugged me to her bosom and exclaimed what a wonderful monkey I am, how I am the bravest, smartest, and the most fearless, which is, of course, all true—” Cherie gasped. “Is this part of the Ramayana?” One of the oldest works of human literature in existence, it told of how Prince Rama rescued his wife, Sita, with the help of the Monkey King Hanuman.

      “As told from the Monkey King’s point of view,” Spiros confirmed, hooves thudding softly on the mat as he approached. “His interpretation is much more amusing.” He nodded at the magnifying glass. “That will allow you to read any text in your own language. Go ahead. I’ll be right back.” With that, he hopped into the other room, hooves clipping where the floor turned to stone. It was a cheerful sound. Cherie picked up the magnifying glass and pulled it close. The glass was flat; it did not magnify the text at all. She spun the glass in her hand, peered through, and inadvertently spied not the clay tablet with Hanuman’s story, but a delicate pale paper made from pressed flowers. Purple ink scrolled across its surface:

      Spiros,

      We’re throwing a ball at the next full moon in the wildflower meadow. Fauns and centaurs, their kids and foals are all welcome to attend. Do invite everyone you know! There will be food and drink and merriment for all, but I fear there will be none of the coffee you so love. Do come anyway.

      ~ Oak Flower.

      That sounded lovely. Cherie found herself envious.

      She set the magnifying glass down at the clip of hooves and turned to Spiros, bearing two green glasses. His heavy bejeweled jacket hung over his arm, revealing a shirt made of a creamy knit silk. It covered him from beneath his chin to below where his torso went from man to a goat, and yet left nothing of that torso to the imagination. Cherie blushed.

      Holding out a glass to her, he said, “It’s water; I thought you might like some after the hike.” He grimaced. “And before the hike we’re about to have.”

      Cherie took the glass. It had a few sparkly air bubbles trapped within its surface that were so pretty they had to be intentional. “Thank you,” she said, tipping it to her lips. The water had no ice, but it was cool and crisp. “It’s delicious.”

      One of Spiros’s ears flopped as though she’d said something confusing.

      Cherie clarified. “Chicago’s water tastes like soap.”

      Nodding sagely, Spiros responded, “Marsh water. That’s why I only drink coffee when I’m there.”

      Cherie’s eyebrow lifted. “Grendel calls it ‘hard water’  and says I’m spoiled by mountain water.”

      Spiros lifted his own glass. “To spoiling ourselves.”

      Smiling and taking another sip, Cherie looked around the room appreciatively. Through the archway Spiros had emerged from, she spied bright cooking utensils hung on a wall. Below them, past a bright slant of sunlight, stood a sturdy table. “Your home is lovely.”

      Spiros flushed, and his gaze dropped to the floor. “You haven’t even seen the view. Come, come,” he said, hopping to a window.

      Moments later, gazing out over the flowers that weren’t so much in a box as a tiny bit of loose rock and sod beyond the window ledge, she saw down the mountainside she’d been too busy climbing to appreciate. Alternating swathes of trees and narrow strips of crops encircled the slope—dark green, pale green, and gold. “It looks like home.”

      Spiros said softly, “It could be yours.”

      Cherie started and realized how close the faun was, his shoulder nearly brushing hers. He was gazing out the window, expression very serious. “My offer still stands.”

      Last time she’d been in his world, he’d offered to let her live with him for the rest of her mortal life and to give her children. Turning to her, he reached as though to touch her cheek. Millimeters from her skin, he curled his fingers and dropped them to his side. Her skin heated as much as though he’d touched it.

      “There is something about your Magick …” he said. “Something that tells me you’d be well suited for our meadows, forests, and mountains. With you, they’d be …” He tilted his head. “More of what they already are.”

      His eyes met hers, and Cherie saw what her life could be. Harvesting fruit with fauns and centaurs, sunny days spent on mountains and hillsides, rainy days in a snug little home, dancing in meadows under the full moon with dryads, naiads, centaurs, Spiros, and children with hooves and horns. It wasn’t precisely the future she’d envisioned for herself in Somer; in some ways, it was better.

      One side of Spiros’s lips turned up, and his hand fell on the pommel of his truth revealing sword. “I’d love you for as long as you lived and give up all others.”

      Cherie’s lips parted, stunned. Nnenne said for some people love was simple, a verb, not a noun. Something they did, not merely something they fell into. Spiros might be like that. Though, she couldn’t help thinking, for a being that had lived a few millennia, perhaps a promise of love and faithfulness for a paltry hundred years wasn’t a difficult one to keep.

      She swallowed. Her friends from Somer wouldn’t understand. They wouldn’t see a man; they’d see a half-goat. But she’d already lost them by accepting Grendel. Of course, Spiros had not particularly liked Grendel, either. “And my Vampire grandmother?” Cherie asked.

      Spiros sighed. “She is your family, so she’d be part of mine.” He did not sound particularly happy about that, but it was a far cry from what she’d gotten from other humans.

      Spiros’s ears flattened. “But I will not give up my espresso!”

      Words spilled from her lips before she’d thought about them. “On Earth, even after the Change made trade with the tropics so difficult, couples still share coffee every morning.”

      Spiros leaned closer, his expression deadly. “Temptress,” he whispered. His eyes fell to her lips, and she knew he was thinking of kissing her. There had been nothing between Jack and Cherie since the day she’d kissed him to wake him up—not that it had been the kiss that had done that; it had been his names that had gotten his attention and the threat of vampires reemerging that made him rouse. Since then, he’d visited Cherie once, when Ember was installed in Grendel’s pre-Change house. He’d taken Cherie’s hand, and the touch had given her a brief rush … and then he’d had to leave. She had no idea what Jack’s intentions were, but did it matter? Would she like to be on the bottom of a list of priorities? A life with Jack would be lonely. She doubted very much life with Spiros would be like that, and Spiros’s eyes on her lips were giving her that same rush. Her heart beat fast. She could kiss Spiros, take a first step to a life like she’d always dreamed, but better. One where she wouldn’t be feared for being a Magickal, reviled for having a Vampiric grandmother, and one without the threat of a Queen that cursed entire cities to fates worse than death ...

      … and yet … everyone else in that city would still be trapped there.

      “We should get the wine,” she whispered.

      Spiros pulled back. The expression on his face might have been pity. “Yes.” He studied her a moment, and then, spinning on a hoof, he beckoned her toward a darkened corner. “Come.”
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      Jack’s feet thudded over sod, through trees, and across fields. Fighting the urge to blow down orchards so he could see beyond them, his nails bit into his palms.

      Growling, he entered another stand of trees, and branches clacked together in his wake. He heard Cherie’s horrified scream, “Spiros, stop!” and an instant later, he was beyond the treeline. He saw her, up where the mountainside grew steeper, beyond a hillock of tall wildflowers. Cherie was bent over, almost kneeling, hair in wild disarray. Spiros lurched over her.

      “Cherie!” Jack shouted, lightning that he couldn’t cast for fear of hitting her cracking at his fingertips.

      Rising fast, Cherie shouted, “Jack, stop the wind!”

      “What?” Jack shouted.

      Peeling hair from her mouth, she shouted, “Stop. The. Wind.” And then as he got closer, her eyes got wide. “You can, can’t you, even if you didn’t start it?”

      “Errr …” Jack blinked.

      Spiros hadn’t moved. He appeared to be studying a large, brightly decorated urn lying on a clump of wildflowers. Glancing at Cherie, he said, “You screamed just in time. I got it down before the rope split.” There were two other urns on the ground, Jack noted, and a pole between the nearest pair. One of the pair was attached to the pole. The other urn had a frayed rope around its neck. The last sat at Cherie’s feet.

      Jack drew his Magick in, and the wind ceased.

      “Can you fix the rope?” Cherie asked the faun, leaning much too close.

      Spiros shook his head. “Not so I’d trust it.” He squinted at Jack. “But now that your friend is here, perhaps he can help us.”

      “Help you what?”

      Cherie straightened. “We’re going to get the centaurs drunk.”

      Jack stared at her. Despite himself, the breeze picked up, whipping her hair into her face. The people of Somer drank. A lot. He’d spoken through mirrors with Cherie a few times when she’d been in her cups. He asked the obvious question. “Are you drunk?”

      She sighed. “Spiros wouldn’t let me have any.”

      The faun bolted upright. Gesturing at the urns, he declared, “This is the wine that got Odin so drunk Frigga made him sleep in the street. This will lay gods flat. Do you think I would let anyone drink it before hiking down those switchbacks?” He inclined his chin toward the mountainside.

      “What is he talking about?” Jack asked.

      “What am I talking about?” Spiros stamped a hoof.

      Cherie waved her hands in an I-know-you-can’t-be-this-dense motion. “Odin, Leader of the Norse Gods, sometimes drinks with Zeus. When he drinks this vintage—”

      “Drank,” Spiros said, “Frigga”—he narrowed an eye at Jack—“that is Odin’s wife, for your information—”

      Jack huffed. His knowledge of mythology might not be as extensive as Cherie’s, but he knew that much. “I—”

      Spiros sniffed. “Frigga got so annoyed she made a deal with Loki—”

      “That’s the Norse God of Mischief and Chaos,” Cherie said.

      Jack squeezed the bridge of his nose. “I know who Loki is.” They were hoping they didn’t encounter him on Chicago’s Northside where Germans and Swedes had set up neighborhoods and a gate to Jotunheim, the Norse land of ice giants, existed.

      Spiros said, “Loki stole it from Zeus, but Sigyn, Loki’s wife, wouldn’t let Loki keep it, for obvious reasons, and she gave it to Hermes.”

      “Greek Messenger God,” Cherie supplied.

      “From there, it came into my possession.” Spiros touched his chest.

      Jack scowled at the faun. What did this story have to do with peace talks, or Cherie going to Spiros’s home?

      Spiros scowled back at Jack. “What? I’m very responsible. Do you see us laying on the mountainside with broken necks? No.”

      “Are you a friend of Hermes?” Cherie asked Spiros, sounding dangerously impressed.

      Ears drooping, Spiros flushed. “Who isn’t a friend of Hermes? He is very chatty.”

      It didn’t look like false modesty; it looked like real modesty. Jack hated it.

      Cherie’s lips parted in a look of pure wonderment.

      Wincing, Spiros said, “Really, I’m not. You saw where my house is on the peak. When it gets too windy for Hermes’s winged sandals to fly—” The faun shot Jack a narrow-eyed glance, and Jack got the feeling Spiros knew exactly who the source of the gale was. The faun continued, “Sometimes he stops by. I have a guest room. That’s all.”

      Cherie beamed. “I’m sure it is a lovely room, and he stops by to take advantage of it. Your whole house is lovely.”

      “Well, it’s definitely not as stuffy as a palace,” the faun replied, his chin lifting. “I try to make it comfortable.”

      “Oh, but it is more than comfortable,” Cherie gushed. “Jack, it is the most beautiful cottage ever, but it is built into the mountainside.”

      Jack said, “It’s a cave.” His words were as dry as a desert, and the faun scowled.

      “It’s bright and cheery though, not dark and damp or cave-like at all,” Cherie said. “It has the most perfect stove, scrolls, and tablets, and window boxes with herbs and flowers.”

      It sounded quite ordinary, and Jack almost replied sarcastically, “It sounds grand,” but caught himself. Cherie had never wanted more than a “little house and a family.” He thought ruefully that if it weren’t for her Somer friends being in Chicago, he might really lose her to a faun and a “cottage.” He shoved that thought aside. He was being stupid.

      “And it has the loveliest view,” Cherie continued with a catch in her throat. “Looking down the mountainside … It reminded me of home.”

      Her former home, Somer, had been a peaceful, picturesque place. Since the Queen’s forces had arrived to conscript all the Magickal humans and animals, it wasn’t peaceful anymore. His chest got heavy. Chicago wasn’t going to offer Cherie peace and safety, either. The city rarely offered that to anyone.

      He cast an eye at Spiros. The half-goat-man raised an eyebrow.

      Taking a deep breath, Jack asked, “Why are we getting the centaurs drunk?”

      Spiros snorted and picked up an urn. “To make them friendlier. They want an alliance and trade but are going to take their own sweet time about it, unless we speed things up.” He thrust the urn into Jack’s arms, and Jack had to struggle not to bend under its weight.

      “It needs to be this wine because?” Jack asked.

      “The centaurs have two livers, and one is the size of a horse’s!” Cherie replied, as though it were the most obvious thing ever … which, if he thought about it, it was. She picked up her own urn. It was smaller than the one he or Spiros carried, but she still wavered under its weight.

      “You sure you’ve got that?” Spiros asked her solicitously. “I could come back for it.”

      “I’m fine,” Cherie replied, blowing a lock of hair from her face.

      Picking up what Jack now recognized as a shoulder yoke, Spiros grumbled, “Unbalanced.”

      “Why are you so interested in seeing these talks a success?” Jack asked the faun suspiciously.

      “Spiros is interested in coffee,” Cherie said brightly.

      Tilting his head, eyes going to Cherie, the faun smiled. “Not only coffee.” Jack wanted to describe the smile as lecherous, but it wasn’t. It was merely … happy. “Shall we go, Storm King?” the faun suggested, nodding down the path in the direction Jack had come.

      “Don’t call me that,” Jack muttered.

      Spiros beamed and bowed. “All right then, Major DeWitt.”

      It was his rank, and his name, and Jack couldn’t protest, though he swore there was something mocking in the faun’s tone. Jack set off. Behind him, he heard Spiros say, “When will you meet with the Fae?” and before Jack could warn Cherie that Spiros wasn’t necessarily a friend, she answered, “The day after tomorrow. I don’t hope for much.”

      “They don’t want their gates closed any more than we do,” Spiros said, referring to how the Queen had locked the Old Magickals out of the southern Magickal States.

      “You think they will help us?” Cherie asked.

      “They won’t agree to help you,” Spiros replied.

      “Then why bring it up?” Jack asked, sparks of irritation flickering along his fingers.

      “However,” the faun continued, “with the Fae, you must read between the lines. They won’t agree to help you, which isn’t to say, they won’t help themselves.”

      “You speak in riddles like they do,” Jack protested, turning back to make sure he was heard.

      The faun chuckled. “Hardly. I served in their court, oh … was it a millennia ago? I can’t remember.”

      Cherie’s eyes widened, and Jack decided that age dropping was as bad as name dropping.

      Spiros continued, “Dreadful place, games within games, and they never let me forget how young I was. Part of me would like to go back though, to meet your King Solien.”

      At mention of the Fae king who had abducted and nearly killed him and held the people of Somer hostage, ice formed on Jack’s fingertips.

      But Cherie said, “I didn't think he was as bad as the others.”

      The faun went on. “Solien does have a reputation for ruthlessness—you don’t become a king in Fairy without slitting a few throats. However, he also has a reputation for being open minded … for a Fae.”

      “Open minded?” Jack blurted.

      “Oh, yes,” Spiros replied. “He is more egalitarian. The lesser Fae, brownies and the like, flock to his court. He doesn’t allow hunting them for sport.”

      Jack remembered Solien dressing in the same clothing as his warriors.

      “I thought that only Dark Fae, the Fae of the Unseelie Court, did things like that,” Cherie said.

      Spiros snorted. “Humans try to make too many binary distinctions. Never a good idea with the Fae …” He paused. “Or in general, I suppose. Many of the Fae royalty are terribly old. Older than most of the Gods. Odin and Zeus speculate that it has made them somewhat … unstable. They’re bored—or at least the very old ones are—and terribly powerful, too. They will cause pain and suffering to humans, their own kind, my kind, anyone, to temporarily alleviate their ennui. When you speak to Solien, remember that the enemies among his own kind will always be his primary concern, not humans. Also, it would be dangerous for him to be seen as allied with humans.”

      “Why?” Cherie asked.

      Jack knew at once. “Because he’s already got the support of the weaker Fae. If he was seen as allied with us, he’d be a threat to the oldest Fae.”

      He remembered his first encounter with Solien. His stepmother, the Queen, had desired a war with their realm. Jack had disagreed with her plans, and then had been kidnapped by Solien and some of his warriors. Jack had been violently pressed to confess publicly that the Fae man had done him a favor in return for Jack’s refusal to go to war.

      “Exactly,” the faun replied. “That is the Rubicon he dares not cross. The Old Fae have not killed him mostly out of inertia, but if he aligned with humans, he’d be too dangerous for them to ignore.”

      That was why Solien had taken such drastic action against Jack. He’d been protecting himself from accusations of collusion with humans … but also … “Solien wouldn’t want war with humans, not if his power stems from the weaker Fae.”

      “No, his most loyal subjects would be ‘catapult fodder,’” Spiros agreed.

      It was more insight into the Fae than Jack had received in all his education. And it was a personal, hard-won insight by the sound of it. Spiros seemed reasonable, and he had experience. He was someone Jack should have as an advisor, not an adversary.

      “It’s too bad you can’t meet them with us,” Cherie declared. “Your experience with the Fae would be so helpful.”

      She was echoing Jack’s thoughts, but he found himself glad that wasn’t likely.

      “Well …” said the faun, “I suppose I could ask the Powers That Be.”

      “Maybe after we get them drunk?” Cherie suggested cheerfully.

      “Spoken like a true diplomat!” Spiros exclaimed with a chuckle.

      Jack’s grip on the urn tightened. As they entered the clearing with the tent, a wicked wind whipped through the valley, and lightning sparked at his fingertips.
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      Cherie took a last deep breath of cypress, mint, and mountain air, and then the human delegation stepped through an archway in the Greco-Roman realm and came out the other side in a Magickal forest that had sprung along Harrison Street, between Chicago’s Greektown and Little Italy. Grendel and Spiros both said there were restaurants featuring the respective cuisines on either side of the forest. However, the city was just waking up, and Cherie hadn’t seen any that were open during her daily walks.

      She took another breath. It smelled different on this side of the portal. The trees weren't the same. Here there were oaks, hickory, hackberry, black cherry, and maples. It was wetter, and the ground had the smell of decay. There was also the smell of tar and concrete beneath those scents of growing things. She hadn’t realized concrete had a smell until she’d come to Chicago. It “absorbed odors” according to Grendel, and to Cherie it smelled a bit musty, even when it was dry. The scent of burnt rubber, old vegetation, spent Ember, and leavings of dogs, cats, rats, and wildlife, combined in an unappetizing “perfume.”

      Ahead of her, the Head of the City Council groused to the head of the Chamber of Commerce, “I didn’t have much hope at the beginning, but after the wine started flowing, they warmed up!”

      “Trade is officially on,” agreed the Chamber of Commerce leader. He glanced at Jack. “I hope that means that there will be a defense agreement.”

      Jack had his hands behind his back and did not meet their eyes. “They won’t interfere, which is the most I think we can hope for this early.” He nodded to himself. “Things went well.”

      Ahead of them, on Halstead Street, drivers came out of cars. One of the cars was for Cherie. It was past dusk, but the neighborhood was safe, and if she was going to be dismissed anyway …

      “We’ll see you the day after tomorrow?” said the lady from the City Council to Cherie. She glanced down at Cherie’s feet. The shoes she wore had once been cream and gold like her dress. Now they were dusty and covered in dirt, as was the hem of her dress.

      Cherie smiled. You could take the girl out of the mountains, but you couldn’t take the mountains out of the girl. She was not ashamed. Her trek to Spiros’s home and the wine had helped the day end well. “Of course I’ll be there.”

      “Good, good,” said the Chamber of Commerce head, stepping with the Council leader to a waiting car.

      Jack and the security personnel that had come with them were loading up into a military service vehicle. Not even a goodbye. She bit back a sigh. She’d been mostly on her own since she’d arrived in this town. She got it. She’d seen the way women in Chicago looked at him. He was handsome, he had authority, and she suspected money. Maybe once he’d needed her, now … not so much.

      The driver for Cherie came running up. “Ma’am—”

      “I’ll walk,” Cherie said. She wasn’t far from Grendel’s home, and it wasn’t late yet. The night was lovely, scent of concrete notwithstanding—and her fancy shoes and dress were already filthy anyway. Also, sometimes when she walked along Harrison, she saw Cerberus. The giant, three-headed guard dog of Hades was always happy to see her. Cherie’s heart lifted at the possibility of three friendly faces, even if they were all canine and all attached to the same Clydesdale-sized, aggressively friendly, dog.

      “Are you sure—?” the man started to say.

      “Yes,” said Cherie.

      Shrugging, he said, “Have a good night, then,” and got into his car.

      Cherie turned right and began to walk along the Harrison Street forest edge toward the residential part of Little Italy. Human-made Ember streetlamps glowed through the foliage. She thought she saw the flash of a dryad between the trees and heard a pan flute somewhere in the Magickal forest’s depths.

      She always kept to the edge of the forest. She wasn’t sure if there were any other gates to the Greco-Roman realm that she could accidentally slip through. Although would it be so bad to get lost in Spiros’s realm? She idly picked up a large stick lying on the ground. It was longer than her arm and as thick as her wrist. She squinted at it. It wouldn’t be long enough for Cerberus’s three heads. She’d have to find two more.

      “Cherie,” Jack called from behind her. “I’ll walk with you.”

      Cherie froze. Butterflies of anticipation fluttered in her stomach; at the same time, the heat of irritation rose in her cheeks. She scowled, unused to feeling conflicted. But why wouldn’t she be? Jack had been sending her mixed signals since before she came to this city. Once, they’d been almost—well, something—but that something had been when he’d been asleep, and she’d seen him through mirrors as he dreamed. Then he’d decided she shouldn’t have a crush on a “ghost” and had stopped appearing to her when she was alone. When she’d been tasked with waking him up by Solien, the Elf King, she’d kissed him and fallen into his dream. He’d wanted her to stay, had definitely wanted more than kissing, and even told her he was hers … and then he’d woken up, and she hadn’t seen much of him since.

      His footsteps were approaching fast behind her. In the next instant, she looked up, and he was next to her. He was frustratingly handsome—his eyes shockingly blue beneath his dark hair—and his attention was flattering, but he probably only wanted to talk about the meeting with the Fae or with the Feilong in Chinatown.

      Cherie frowned at the stick. Cerberus was surprisingly shy. Would the dog not approach her because of Jack’s presence? She glanced up at Jack; he was studying the ground, looking very serious and not friendly at all. She needed a friendly face right now. She didn’t want to talk about her part in contacting the Fae and the Feilong, even though she understood it was important.

      She thunked the stick she carried against the ground. She was being childish. There were over a million lives at stake, and she had no business avoiding Jack because he’d hurt her feelings, and she shouldn’t be dismayed that her connection to the Fae, the Greco-Romans, and the Feilong were all that Chicago seemed interested in her for.

      “So,” Jack said. He took a few steps, and she readied for questions or directions about the next days’ activities. “You and Spiros …”

      His voice drifted off. Peeling some bark from the stick, she blinked. She and Spiros what? She took another step, and then another, and felt heat rising in her cheeks. Was he asking what she thought he was asking? For a few moments, when Jack had encountered them on the trail, she’d imagined that Jack was jealous. Then she imagined that she was imagining things. She was still imagining things. Obviously. “Spiros and I …?” Cherie probed.

      Jack shook his head and huffed as though he was exasperated.

      Well, that made two of them. Cherie had no experience with romance, aside from Jack’s on-again-off-again-maybe interest and Spiros’s rather point blank offer this afternoon. All her knowledge was secondhand, and much of it was of dubious repute: romance novels and movies, and anecdotal experience from her friend Missy. She’d gathered from those sources that the correct response was to play dumb or play coy and make a joke of this. Missy was pretty insistent that if you played your cards right, you could get free meals and gifts from men who weren’t seriously interested in you, and in her friend’s words—or once-friend’s—words, “If they’re going to lead you on, why shouldn’t you lead them on?”

      Cherie blurted out, “Are you jealous?” direct and angry, not coy or light at all.

      “Should I be?” Jack asked. His voice was light.

      Cherie almost thwacked the stick against a tree, but then thought better of it—it might be a dryad’s home—and struck the ground instead. “You have no right to be.” She didn’t quite shout.

      “What?” Jack asked, drawing to a halt.

      Cherie kept walking. “I have barely seen you since I arrived. I saw more of you in mirrors when you weren’t talking to me. I’ve seen more of your sister since I’ve been here.” Mizuki had come over late one evening after Grendel had woken and had tea with them.

      Jack strode up beside her. “Grendel’s phone line will take a while to install, and I can’t talk to you through mirrors. It’s too dangerous right now; the Queen has already seen—”

      “I know that; I’m not an idiot!”

      “I was there when they installed Ember power in Grendel’s home.”

      “While the installers were there! I couldn’t talk to you!”

      Jack’s boots thudded beside her. “Well, talk now.”

      Cherie almost held back. But then, thwacking the stick into the ground, Cherie said, “I hate it here.” She took a breath. Do not cry. Do not cry. “The water tastes like soap. The city is a desert of buildings outside of this forest, and I have nothing to do. When you were fighting the sluagh, the medical personnel let me help with the wounded because they had no medical supplies, and I could stop the pain with my Magick, but now they have supplies, and I don’t have a certificate, and I’m not allowed to help in the hospital. Not that they could hire me if I did have a certificate thingy. I can’t get a job anywhere, because I don’t have a Social Security Number—”

      “You don’t have those in your time?” Jack asked.

      Cherie’s hand tightened on the stick, and her eyes got hot. “This is my time. It’s your city that has been asleep for nearly two hundred years.” She shook her head. Do not cry. Do not cry. “I don’t even know what a Social Security Number is. I don’t have proof of residence, either. None of the libraries are open, or the museums, and I’m not sure I could go to the museums anyway because I have no more money that means anything to anyone here—I used the last of my spare Ember to buy groceries ...”

      “I was told by the Director of Public Services that she’d sent a social worker to visit the people of Somer personally.”

      “No one visited me.”

      Jack rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Because you’re staying at Grendel’s house, and the rest of Somer is not. But they didn’t tell you they are getting assistance?”

      Her vision got blurry. “Who didn’t tell me?”

      “Your friends from Somer.”

      Cherie gulped. “I don’t think I have any friends from Somer.”

      Jack huffed. “What are you talking about?”

      Cherie spun at him. He was actually smiling. “You think I’m being dramatic?”

      The smile vanished. Jack blinked. “You’ve always gotten along well with everyone, and I can’t believe—”

      “They showed up at Grendel’s house—during the day—with a priest.” She spun away from him. She wanted to start walking again, but her legs felt weak. She’d been so happy when almost all her friends from Somer had shown at her door—well, Grendel’s door—and then she’d let them in. Geoff had entered first. He hadn’t met her eyes, but mumbled, “Sorry, Cherie.”

      Cillian had glared at him. “She needs to see us.”

      “For what?” Cherie had asked, letting everyone else inside, the mayor and his wife, Natalie and Frank, Missy, and the stranger—the priest. Cherie had been smiling so wide it hurt, and then had run immediately to start the teapot. When she’d come back into the living room, she’d known something was wrong. Everyone looked sad, and then Mr. Evans rose from the couch and said, “We’re worried about you, Cherie, and we’ve brought someone to talk to you. This is Father Matthew. He’s worked with people enthralled by Vampires before—”

      In the Magickal forest, Cherie angrily wiped a tear from her eye and forced herself to be calm. “The priest …” She took a deep breath. “All of them … told me I am going to Hell.”

      She’d asked them politely to leave. They hadn’t. So, she’d shouted at them to get out. They hadn’t. Instead, they had told her they loved her and were worried for her soul. She’d told them she had to get the teapot, walked down the hall to the kitchen, turned off the gas, and then quietly exited through the back door. They’d been gone when she’d returned at dusk. She’d let them push her from her own home. A bitter taste came to her mouth. It wasn’t her home; it was Grendel’s. She didn’t belong here.

      “Does Grendel know?” Jack asked, sounding alarmed.

      Cherie shook her head.

      Jack exhaled. “That’s good.”

      The hairs on the back of her neck rose. “Why?”

      “She’s very protective of you,” Jack said. “She might—”

      Cherie huffed, understanding where his thoughts were going. “She might leave, Jack! She wouldn’t kill them.” Grendel was spooky and not adverse to killing people who threatened Cherie, but she wouldn’t murder the people of Somer. “She might decide that she is too much of a burden in my life, and then I wouldn’t have anyone left. She has already volunteered to leave. Multiple times.” Cherie sliced the stick through the air at nothing, with such force it made a satisfying whistle.

      “If you’re going to cut my head off,” Jack said, “you should at least grip your blade right.”

      Cherie huffed, tired of him. She wasn’t being cruel; she was being truthful. “I wasn’t—”

      “I deserve it,” Jack said.

      She didn’t know what to make of that response. Cherie said, “I want to go home.” Anticipating a lecture, she added bitterly, “Don’t tell me I can’t. I know that.”

      “That’s understandable. I haven’t done a very good job at making you feel at home here,” Jack said.

      It wasn’t what she’d expected him to say, and she felt lightheaded. She didn’t know what to do with this Jack who seemed willing to accept her feelings. She fell back to saying something Nnenne always reminded her of. “My happiness is my own responsibility.” She wasn’t sure how she’d find it again. Happiness was being with her friends and Nnenne and being useful. Her Nnenne was gone, and most of the time she wasn’t useful. What she had for a family was a slightly spooky relationship with a Vampire. And as for friends ... She let the end of the stick fall to sod, remembering the land of the Greeks: the sun and the scent of growing things. There hadn’t been even the faintest whiff of wet concrete.

      “Under ordinary circumstances,” Jack said. He put a hand on her shoulder and turned her toward him. “But you risked your life and soul to save this city. We owe you a lot. I owe you a lot.” He was very close, and she’d seen the same look on his face before, in a dream, right before he’d kissed her. Jack was a good kisser. Her lips became warm, her body flushed, and she wanted … she dropped her chin and scowled at the ground. She wanted not to be jerked around. Not to be left waiting. He had a habit of doing that. No matter how considerate he was being right now, no matter how much she wanted to kiss him, she didn’t know if she should kiss him. She trusted Jack with her life, but not her heart.

      Pulling away, she thumped the stick on the ground. “So how do I hold the sword?”

      If Jack was upset about the not-kiss, he didn’t show any sign. He stepped back and surveyed the stick. “Well, since what you’ve got there is a broadsword—”

      She raised an eyebrow at him.

      He smirked. “I would expect you’d use two hands.”

      He did know how to hold a sword. He’d killed Vampires with them. She didn’t want to be curious, but she was. Cherie picked up the stick with two hands this time.

      “Not so close together,” Jack said, coming behind her, half of his body brushing her back. He nudged her top hand higher. “Like so. And it’s not just about your hands, it’s about your feet. Put your dominant foot forward—that’s right, and bend at the knees.” She did and wound up pressing herself more firmly against him. She could feel his breath against her neck, and every place their bodies touched, her body felt like fire. This might be a more dangerous activity than kissing.
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      In the Magickal forest that had sprung up along what had once been Harrison Avenue, Grendel sat in the oak tree, swinging her feet, unobserved by Cherie and Jack below.

      She did not want to interrupt their moment. They were fighting with sticks. Ostensibly. Grendel thought it might be flirting, and Grendel didn’t want to interfere with the living part of Cherie’s life—or at least, not in this case ...

      Jack didn’t trust Grendel and had insinuated that it might be better if she were dead, which only spoke to his common sense. Grendel didn’t trust herself, except, maybe where Cherie was concerned.

      Cherie called her “grandmother…”

      Memories came to Grendel, unexpected and ghostly. A little girl with straight blonde hair and a boy with curls to rival Cherie’s. She heard laughter and, “Grandma!”

      Heart constricting, Grendel tried to focus on the memory, but it was like trying to hold sand in her hand by squeezing tighter. The memory—if that was what it was and not simply wishful thinking—slipped away.

      She’d been a grandmother once, a parent, and a person. She knew that was true from the photo albums in her apartment.

      Now she was a monster. Mostly. Sometimes.

      Her eyes flicked from Cherie to Jack and back to Cherie again. She licked her lips. You’re leaving them undisturbed the way a cat leaves the birds undisturbed before it pounces.

      Grendel shook the annoying voice from her head and continued to watch. Jack and Cherie were Magickal, and the rush of blood in their veins had a sort of music to it, a tension. Magickal blood was more filling than even normal human blood. She pulled her legs up beneath her and crouched on the tree branch, eyes darting between the two.

      Cherie swung her stick at Jack’s. He parried easily.

      “You’re going easy on me,” Jack accused.

      “Am not!” Cherie replied.

      Grendel tilted her head. Cherie had carried Grendel through Chicago’s streets when she’d weakened herself dragging the girl through time. Grendel agreed that Cherie wasn’t using her full strength, though neither was Jack using his. He wouldn’t want to hurt Cherie, of course. Maybe Cherie didn’t want to hurt Jack. Not that there was much danger of that realistically, but girls could be so much timider when it came to defending themselves, unless and until they were taught that it was all right to swing hard.

      She narrowed her eyes. Maybe what Cherie needed was motivation.

      Scanning the ground beneath the tree, Grendel found what she was looking for. She smiled, and her fangs bit into her lips.
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      Jack swung his branch toward Cherie. She “parried” easily enough but felt the shock of the blow in her hands, even though she knew he was holding back. If she hadn’t had her knees bent and feet positioned the way he’d shown her, it would have set her off balance.

      “Not bad,” Jack said, withdrawing. “Your form is excellent.”

      Cherie tried to use his momentary distraction as an opening. She struck … and was easily parried.

      “You can strike harder,” Jack said. “I know you can.”

      Cherie’s brow furrowed. He was right; she was holding back too. Or had been. Now her arms were getting tired. “I don’t know.” She let her arms fall. “Maybe as Princess Peacekeeper, fencing—”

      Grinning, Jack narrowed one eye. “Fencing is something different.” He dropped one hand from his “sword” and changed his posture. Holding his weapon one-handed, he sliced it through the air with more strength and grace than she could manage.

      Cherie stuck out her tongue. “—isn’t going to be my best sport.” She was beginning to suspect her nature kept swings gentler than they could be.

      Jack straightened. His eyebrows rose.

      From behind Cherie came a whisper. “Cherie …”

      Cherie turned to find a shadow with glowing eyes, half-crouched in the trees. Grendel brandished a stick of her own. Grinning, the Vampire showed all of her teeth and fully extended fangs.

      Before Cherie could say a word, the Vampire launched herself forward, swinging the branch like a blade. A chill raced through Cherie. Raising her branch, she swung at the Vampire’s weapon. The branches collided with a tremendous thwack, and Grendel’s branch split in half. The Vampire jumped back and grinned even wider. Her fangs had still not retracted. Cherie swallowed.

      “Good swing,” Jack said at Cherie’s side, swinging his branch almost casually. His eyes were on Grendel, and his voice had gone cold.

      “Grandmother,” Cherie said. “What a surprise it is to see you here.” Cherie could taste the metallic tang of adrenaline on her tongue.

      “And what big teeth I have!” Grendel said.

      Tossing the remnants of her branch aside, Grendel came over and patted Cherie’s arm, sweet and grandmotherly. Cherie willed her muscles to relax.

      Winking at her, Grendel whispered, “It isn’t your name holding you back. In my time, ‘Peacekeeper’ was a name for a type of atom bomb.”

      Cherie touched the charm at her neck. It wasn’t cold. Grendel had never been a threat. “Atom bomb?” she whispered.

      Grendel’s lips pressed together in a thin smile. “A pre-Change weapon that ripped matter apart at the atomic level. They could flatten cities.”

      Cherie’s eyes went wide. “That sounds …”

      “Unpleasant?” Grendel suggested, raising an eyebrow.

      Cherie swallowed.

      Jack cleared his throat.

      Pointing a claw at Jack, Grendel leaned close to Cherie. She might have kissed Cherie’s cheek. “It’s hard to strike at Jack because you know he’d never purposely hurt you.” Her voice dropped lower, and her eyes dropped to Cherie’s throat. “But you know in your heart that I really want to bite you.”

      Lightning haloed Grendel’s body. The Vampire shrieked and disappeared. So did Jack. In less than a blink, they were meters away from Cherie. Jack’s back to her, Grendel sitting on the ground, looking up at Jack with wide eyes … or rather, looking at Jack’s hands. There were sparks along his fingers.

      “Jack! What are you doing?” Cherie demanded.
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      At Cherie’s shout, Jack’s attention jerked away from the Vampire—something that never would have happened in his previous life when he’d hunted the vermin. Cherie’s eyes were wide; her mouth was agape in a look of undisguised horror. A few moments ago, they had seemed to actually be getting along, even having fun. He saw whatever small victory he’d sensed undone.

      “Okay,” Grendel said. “That was uncalled for.”

      Jack’s nostrils flared. His actions were not uncalled for, and no matter what Jack’s feelings were for Cherie, he wouldn’t back down, would never say otherwise. His focus snapped back to the Vampire, rising from the dirt, wiping her hands. Sparks jumped from his fingers.

      “Yes, it was! Jack, how could you?” Cherie asked.

      Grendel shouted, “I meant me! What I did was uncalled for.” Looking at the ground, she waved a hand in the air. “I got all vampy. That was wrong.”

      The sparks at his fingertips abruptly cooled, but his anger was still hot. “Yes,” he snarled at the Vampire.

      Grendel dragged a toe through the dirt. “Sorry.”

      “Jack electrocuted you!” Cherie said.

      Wincing, Grendel rubbed the back of her neck. “It’s not like he can kill me.”

      “That doesn’t make it better, Grandmother.” Cherie put her hands on her hips.

      Jack blinked. The fiend was defending him. Couldn’t the Vampire ever be … normally evil? Jack heard growling, and then realized he was growling.

      Grendel shrugged. “No harm done.” Looking over her shoulder, Grendel tsked. “But I think this shirt is ruined.”

      Jack grunted. He wasn’t going to apologize for that, either.

      Grendel’s glowing eyes met Jack’s. “You came through time with me, without me having to touch you.”

      He had moved through time with Grendel, because of—

      “It’s the armor he wears,” Cherie said. “It pulls him into your out-of-time. Otherwise, the Vampire War might have gone the wrong way.”

      Jack did not sigh. He’d rather Grendel not know that.

      “Interesting,” said Grendel, eyeing him appraisingly. She licked her lips. His fingers started to spark again.

      Grendel’s shoulders fell. “Sorry. It’s just that you’re both so delicious.”

      Jack growled again. “Watch yourself.”

      Cherie huffed. “Grandmother, we’ve talked about this. You can’t tell people that.”

      Jack huffed. “It is better that she is honest about what she is.”

      Nodding at Jack, Grendel gestured at Cherie. “That is exactly what I tell her.”

      Cherie rolled her eyes. “You never behave like this at home.”

      Grendel sighed theatrically. “You can’t take me anywhere.” The Vampire’s head cocked to the side, and her expression became serious. “Really, you can’t … Someone is coming.” The Vampire disappeared in less than a blink.

      Tension seeped from Jack’s shoulders.

      “Grandmother …” Cherie whispered into the dark, stepping farther into the trees.

      Grendel was not Cherie’s grandmother. Cherie’s grandmother had been a wise, capable, and reliable human. Grendel was a flighty, unreliable Vampire. Possibly more dangerous because she was capable of sacrifice and did seem to care for Cherie. He bit his tongue. If the war went badly, if he couldn’t defend the city, would Grendel defend Cherie?

      “She really isn’t like that when it’s just her and me,” Cherie said to no one in particular.

      Jack let out a breath, not certain what to make of that information.

      A shout rang through the night from the south. “Major DeWitt!” a familiar female voice called.

      Jack heard the man who’d driven him to the Elysian gate saying, “He went for a walk there.”

      Not knowing what to say to Cherie, Jack put a hand on her shoulder, wishing they had time to talk, wishing they had time for anything. She didn’t shrug from his touch, and it made him ridiculously happy. He shouted into the dark. “Here!” and strode toward the voice.

      Footsteps pounded fast through the forest, and he knew who to expect. Seconds later, Lieutenant Kaylie Bryan appeared from the trees, Ember snapping around her in an excited halo. Stepping between Cherie and Jack, she saluted. “Sir, three children have disappeared from Smith Park.”

      Smith Park was on the near west side, very close to Ukrainian Village.

      “Have you contacted a seer?” Jack asked. Seers weren’t particularly helpful when it came to the future—it was too fluid—but the present was another matter.

      “Yes, sir, but a hut on chicken legs was seen there, too, and it gave a message.”

      Jack went cold. Please don’t let it be who he thought it was. “The hut gave a message.”

      Bryan nodded. “According to witnesses. It said to bring the Charming Princess, or we’ll never see the children again—”

      Jack’s heart fell.

      “—and then it slipped from our world,” Bryan continued. “Does it mean Mizuki maybe? She never was officially titled but maybe …”

      “The house means me,” Cherie said from behind the lieutenant.

      Bryan reeled back. “You?”

      Jack gazed upon Cherie and saw what Bryan saw. A pretty young woman, but not an astonishingly beautiful one, nor a particularly Magickal one. Cherie’s Magickal halo was so faint, she almost appeared to have no Magick at all. What Bryan would miss was that Cherie’s ambient Ember halo extended for miles.

      “I’ll go to the hut,” Cherie said, lifting her chin.

      Of course she would. From the trees came a barely audible hiss of displeasure. It echoed Jack’s feelings exactly.

      Bryan stammered, “A hut with chicken legs fits the description of Baba Yaga’s house … she is one of the most powerful of the known Old Magickals … from what we can gather.” Jack saw the lieutenant’s thinking. What could the famous, powerful Baba Yaga want with the seemingly weakly Magickal Cherie?

      “Lieutenant Bryan,” Jack said, “I don’t believe you’ve been personally introduced to Charmaine Shaw. She was the one who faced the sluagh and woke the city.”

      Bryan blinked. Her brow furrowed. Jack saw in her disbelief what Cherie had said earlier: Cherie was not accepted here. “The sympathizer?” Bryan said, her lip curling barely perceptibly. “Sympathizer” was short for Vampire Sympathizer.

      “Yes,” said Cherie, and it might have been Jack’s imagination, but he thought Bryan edged ever so slightly closer to him and away from Cherie. Not out of fear, but out of disdain.
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