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      The courtyard had become something of a home for me over the time I’d spent in hell. It was one of the few places where I knew I could find peace no matter what was going on in the palace. It was the one spot where almost no one would bother me.

      Almost no one, right?

      There were occasional interruptions, but overall, it was the most peaceful area I could find.

      Right now, I sat in the little courtyard attached to my quarters, smoking a cigarette and contemplating what lay before me.

      It had been a few months now, and I still had yet to finish curing Zepar. The taint was strong in him, and I was beginning to wonder how much longer it would take. Lilith had not been this difficult to cure, but then again, she had been human before she’d been turned into a succubus. Zepar was an angel that had fallen. His case could not be truly compared to hers.

      I was so lost in these thoughts that I did not notice the servant who entered the courtyard.

      He cleared his throat, drawing my attention with a jump. I didn’t like to be snuck up on—I was a very jumpy woman—and I chided myself for not paying more attention to my surroundings. I was in hell—if there was ever a time and place for me to be on my highest guard, it was here and now.

      “What?” I snapped, taking another drag on my cigarette.

      Things weren’t going well, and unfortunately, I wasn’t above taking it out on this man.

      He looked skittish. “Ma’am, your presence is requested at dinner.”

      I groaned aloud at the words, wishing there was a way for me to decline the offer. The last thing I wanted was to sit through another dinner with the Fallen and Emily. Tensions had done nothing but grown and grown since we settled into the routine for curing Zepar, and I would have given anything to escape it for just one evening.

      But these dinners were apparently something of a tradition, and I didn’t want to create more animosity by skipping one of them.

      “I’ll be right there,” I said, waving him off.

      He didn’t leave.

      I gritted my teeth and sighed. “What now?”

      “I am very sorry, ma’am, but I was instructed to make sure you came now.”

      “Of course you were,” I muttered darkly and stubbed out the cigarette in the crystal ashtray I’d been given. “All right, let’s get this show on the road.”

      He ducked his head low as a sign of respect and trotted after me as I left the courtyard and then the quarters that I called home now. Emily wasn’t in the quarters. For a warrior of the lord, she sure liked to roam around the palace, or perhaps she was already at dinner. I didn’t know.

      We hadn’t seen each other today. I cringed at that thought.

      I loved Emily more than I could ever say, but things…things weren’t quite where I’d like them to be. Ever since that conversation about Mal, well, things just hadn’t been the same. We were walking on egg shells around each other.

      I suspected she was waiting for me to take her up on the offer to date both of them. That wasn’t going to happen—not now, not ever. I wouldn’t hurt her like that. She was the woman I loved, and I would never risk losing her.

      It didn’t take long to make our way through the winding halls of the palace and get to the formal dining room. I didn’t need the servant to lead me. I’d long since learned the way.

      When I entered, I saw that everyone was in fact already there. Mal sat at the head of the table, looking quite displeased about something—I didn’t know what—and his six brothers were seated on either side of him. Emily sat near the end of the long, rectangular table, with the last spot all the way at the end empty for me.

      I took the seat without comment. Maybe I could get through all of this without having to make small talk. Maybe this dinner would be different.

      Yeah, right. Internally, I snorted at the thought. When had I become a dumb optimist?

      We sat in total silence for several minutes while we waited for dinner to be served. Apparently, they had been waiting on me to come and sit down. I wondered how late I was to dinner; I hadn’t been good at keeping track of time lately, unfortunately.

      Mal looked to be in a dark mood. My heart twinged at the sight of his brooding face, and I yearned to go and find out what was wrong. But I couldn’t do that—it would aggravate his brothers.

      I looked to my left, at Emily, and saw her looking pensively down at her hands folded in her lap. Butterflies flapped their delicate wings inside my stomach at the sight of her.

      How long had I known her? I could barely keep it all straight in my mind, but to this day, the sight of her moved me. She had and striking emerald eyes and dark skin with light freckles dusting her cheeks. Her hair was a red cloud of kinky curls falling all around her face and bouncing slightly every time she turned her head.

      She was beautiful, through and through.

      But I could feel the sadness radiating off her, and instinct urged me to look after her.

      My love, my best friend. I had to take whatever pain settled in her away from her.

      “You okay?” I asked softly, hoping it wouldn’t draw the attention of the Fallen. I reached out and placed my pale hand on her wrist, urging her to look up at me.

      She did, giving me a tentative smile. “I missed you today.”

      My heart soared. “I missed you, too.”

      Were we finally going to acknowledge the awkwardness that had settled over us? We couldn’t do that here, not at the dinner table, but maybe after dinner…

      All I wanted was to make things okay between us.

      Her smile became a little more natural, a little more real.

      “What did you get up to today?” I asked.

      Before she could answer, a fist smacked down on the table at the other end. I jerked to attention to see who it had been, and to my great displeasure, I saw that it was Bael. He was snarling at me.

      “Making small talk with your girlfriend, are you? You should be thinking about how to cure Zepar. I assume you haven’t made any progress on that end,” he sneered.

      I bristled. He didn’t have any right to bring that up to me. Well, yes, it was his brother that I was curing, but it wasn’t like Bael was doing anything to help. Mal was at least trying.

      My eyes flicked to Mal, and I saw sympathy breaking through the dark cloud in his eyes. I gave a tiny shake of my head, warning him not to get involved. That would only make things worse, as far as I was concerned.

      Bael hated it when Mal came to my defense.

      “I’m working on it,” I said tersely, turning my attention back to Bael. “Zepar’s taint is deep seeded, much more so than the other ones I’ve seen. It’s going to take time to get it all out of him without killing him.”

      Bael snorted. “Maybe that would be better.”

      “Bael!” Asmodeus cut in, a sharp warning in his voice. “Do not speak of our brother like that.”

      “The bastard is a traitor.”

      “He is not,” I said, not sure why I was coming to the Fallen’s defense. “He was controlled by the taint. He isn’t responsible for his actions.”

      “I thought you humans had ruled out the Nuremberg defense.”

      “It’s not the same,” I said, grinding my teeth together. “You know it isn’t the same.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t see why you care what happens to him. It’s not like he’s some great friend of yours.”

      “I care. That’s all that matters,” I said, not wanting to talk more on the topic.

      No one needed to hear about how I was really doing this only as a favor to Lilith and Mal. They were two of my closest friends, and I would do anything for them without hesitation. In addition to that, the more I worked with the taint in Zepar, the more I learned about it, about what it was and how it worked.

      And the taint wasn’t something we could ignore anymore. It had taken too much from the world, and it was very clear that it wasn’t anywhere near done. It was a grave threat to all of us, and we needed to know what was causing it and how to stop it once and for all.

      Why couldn’t Bael see that? Why did he have to be so difficult?

      “I’ll give you something to care about,” he said.

      I jerked my head up to see an evil sparkle in his eyes just before excruciating pain seized my chest. I let out a sharp scream before I could stop myself, before I could compartmentalize the pain, and for a moment, I couldn’t breathe or see. The pain was too much. It was more than I could bear.

      It felt like my soul was being shredded, perhaps because that was exactly what was happening.

      Bael had a piece of my soul. I’d lost it to him in a battle, and he didn’t like wasting any opportunity to use it against me.

      The pain felt like it was never going to end. I couldn’t tell if I was screaming inside my mind or out loud, but my mouth was twisted open. That was all that I knew.

      It needed to stop. I was going to die. I had to fight my way through this, had to…

      A loud, bestial roar broke through the haze of pain inside my mind, and then the pain disappeared. I found myself splayed out on the floor, breathing hard, but more importantly, that roaring had not stopped.

      It took me a moment to realize it was Mal.

      I forced myself to my feet, determined to deal with the situation. My eyes landed on the battle breaking out just down the table from me—Mal was beating the shit out of Bael. He looked murderous, and though I knew this sight should frighten me, it only made my heart lurch.

      I couldn’t allow Mal to kill his brother for me, and it looked like that was exactly where this was headed.

      I stepped forward instinctively, but apparently, this was anticipated. Asmodeus was in front of me before I could blink, planting himself there and refusing to let me get past.

      “Move!” I barked at him, lunging to the side, but he was faster than me and still would not allow me passage.

      “Get out of here, Blair,” he said, his voice low and soft. “You’re only going to make this worse.”

      “Someone has to stop him,” I pleaded.

      “And we will, as soon as you remove yourself from the situation.”

      A soft hand on my elbow made me hesitate. I looked to the side and saw Emily, a tense look on her face.

      “Don’t ask me to leave him like this,” I whispered to her, and I knew there was pain in my eyes.

      “You’ll only make it worse,” she said.

      She started to pull me away forcefully, and I struggled against her.

      “No!”

      She only dragged me away with more vigor, pulling me out of the hall. I fought her the whole way back to our quarters, but her grip was strong as if made of iron. She would not let me go.

      Emily slammed the door shut as soon as we were in the main living quarters and planted herself between me and the door so that I couldn’t get out.

      “You don’t understand. He’ll kill his brother. He’ll never be able to live with that guilt,” I said, trying to make her see reason.

      “His brothers will stop him,” she said quietly. “This is not the first time, and it won’t be the last. You’re only going to aggravate Bael further if you stay in there and try to get in the way. He’ll keep yanking on your soul, and Mal won’t be able to ignore that. Blair, I can’t ignore it. Do you know how hard it is to see you in that much pain?” Her voice broke at the end, and I stared at her, shock in my eyes.

      No, I hadn’t realized how hard it would be on her. The selfishness of that hit home inside of me, and my shoulders slumped.

      “I’m sorry, Emily. I didn’t mean…”

      “It’s okay,” she said, wrapping her arms around me. I sighed and relaxed into her warm embrace. “It’s okay. But we need to finish our work here very soon. This has escalated too far, and it’s only a matter of time before something much worse happens. We need to leave, Blair. We need to leave as soon as we can.”

      In my heart, I knew that she was right.

      If I didn’t finish soon, there would be hell to pay.
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      Terror seized me, bringing me from sleep to a sitting position in a lurch, a silent scream on my lips.

      What had just happened?

      A nightmare—it had to have been a nightmare—but I didn’t know what it had been about. I searched my mind, trying to remember, but found nothing. It was important. I knew in that moment as certainly as I knew my hair was practically white. I knew it like it was a part of me.

      But what had it been?

      I sat in the silent room for several minutes, trying to remember what the nightmare had been about, but still came up with nothing. It was then that I heard the hushed whispers outside my door.

      I tilted my head to the side, wondering if that disturbance of the night’s peace had been what had woken me, or the nightmare itself.

      Curiosity got the better of me. Emily should have been the only other person in those quarters, so who was whispering out there? I had to know. It couldn’t be ignored.

      With a muttered curse, I crawled out of the bed as quietly as possible. The tattered shirt I wore as a night shirt fell down to just past mid-thigh, and I didn’t bother pulling on pants or shorts. I didn’t intend to make my presence known unless it was a really important conversation going on out there, and if it was that important, then I didn’t have time to waste on pants.

      My bare feet were quiet on the stone floor, and I pressed my ear to the door.

      “Audite,” I whispered so quietly— as I reached for the magic inside of me—that no one would have been able to hear it. That was almost second nature at that point—finding the swirl of power inside of me, pulling it up through my arms or my neck to where it needed to be. This time it was to my ear that I pulled the power, and my hearing sharpened as soon as I said the word.

      “You can’t keep her here much longer,” Emily said. She sounded angry—angrier than I’d heard her in a long time—and I immediately worried about what had pissed her off that much. It had to have been something huge.

      But then I realized she was talking about me. My heart sank, and I pressed closer to the door. At least with the spell in place, I was able to hear them as if they were speaking at a normal volume right next to me.

      “Neither of you can leave yet.” I recognized Mal’s voice with surprise.

      “Can’t? Or you don’t want us to?”

      “Of course I don’t want you to,” he said, and it sounded like he was grinding his teeth together. “But that’s not the point. The work isn’t done. Zepar isn’t cured. You can’t leave.”

      She snorted derisively. “It’s exactly the point. You only want us to stay here so you can keep enjoying Blair’s company. That isn’t fair to her, and it sure isn’t fair to me.”

      There was silence for a moment.

      “I enjoy both of your companies,” he said, his voice husky.

      A shiver ran down my spine at his words, at the tone of his voice. It was a little deeper, a little softer, and if he’d been speaking to me…well, I’d have known without a doubt that he was flirting.

      Was Mal flirting with Emily?

      “What?” Emily asked, and she sounded very flustered now.

      You and me both, girl.

      I thought to myself, practically staring at the door as I strained to hear more. I felt a little guilty listening in on that. Was it becoming a private conversation? Should I not be listening? But I could no more stop myself from continuing. Then I could have stopped breathing in that moment.

      “Forgive me, I should not have said that,” Mal said, his voice rough. “I maintain that it is not the point in keeping you here. Zepar must be cured, and Blair and I must learn more about the taint that claimed him. The pleasure of keeping company with the two of you is a side note in what is important here.”

      More silence. I could practically hear Emily trying to make sense of those words inside her mind.

      “You should not enjoy my company,” Emily said at last, rebuking him, but her voice was still flustered, and she didn’t have conviction in her voice.

      Was she amenable to his attention? Shock consumed me.

      I didn’t know how to feel about this. I wasn’t…I wasn’t angry, I wasn’t hurt, but I was confused.

      “I know,” Mal said. “And yet I do.”

      “You shouldn’t say such things.”

      “And yet I do.”

      My mind reeled at the exchange, at Emily’s attempts to rebuke him without outright telling him to stop. I couldn’t listen to more of it, I realized with a start. This was a conversation I couldn’t handle right now.

      I walked back to my bed as quietly as I possibly could and crawled in. I pulled the covers up to my chin and lay on my side for several minutes without falling asleep. My mind was reeling at what I’d just heard, and I didn’t know how to make any sense of it.

      There had to be a logical conclusion to what had happened, but I didn’t know what it was.

      Emily and Mal flirting?

      That should piss me off, I thought to myself. Everything I knew about the world, about relationships, everything I’d been taught to know…it told me I should be angry to have heard that conversation.

      So why did I feel a funny warmth inside of me?

      I had to think about it more, but the exhaustion from the day, from the pain, and from the nightmare began to claim me. I needed to sleep, just for a little bit more…

      

      Mist surrounded me. I was disoriented and couldn’t find my bearings, couldn’t see which way was up or down. A brief moment of panic seized me, and then the world around me started to solidify.

      I was standing in a room. The floor was made of marble, but the walls were the same mist I’d been standing in.

      Curious, I started walking—it was hard to tell where the room ended because the mist kept expanding and the floor grew with it.

      What was this place?

      It felt imperative to me that I keep going, that I figure out where this place led. It was important—there was something here…something that I needed to find.

      The room—was it a room?—felt like it went on forever, before I reached what appeared to be my destination.

      Three doors stood in front of me, and I came to an abrupt stop before them.

      Doors. Hm. Where would they lead me?

      I let my senses focus on the doors, sending my magic towards them. It wouldn’t do good to rush into the situation blind. I had to know where I was going.

      My magic came flowing back to me, giddy with information, but not all of it was what I would have wanted.

      I could feel the left door now, the first one. It felt like Malphas. I was sure in that moment that he was on the other side of the door. The right door had the same kind of feeling, but I sensed Emily on the other side.

      I cringed—what was this telling me?

      More confusing than that, though, was the middle door. I got no feeling from it, no sense of where it might lead.

      Why were the doors leading to the two most important people in my lives? What would happen if I went through one of them? And what lay beyond the middle door?

      I felt like I had to know. Like it would haunt me for the rest of my life if I didn’t find out what was behind the middle door.

      I took a step forward, reached for it with one hand, but the world turned to mist again.

      

      My eyes snapped open. Once more, I’d been ripped from a dream.

      But instead of terror, I felt only confusion.
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      “Get away from me,” Zepar snarled, recoiling from my extended hand.

      I let out a sigh, running my hand through my already messy hair. I’d been working with Zepar for three hours today, but they sure as hell felt longer than that. Pulling the taint from his soul was not an easy process, as evidenced by the months I’d spent down here in hell.

      If the situation didn’t change soon, it was going to get ugly. I didn’t know how much more of this curing Zepar could handle. I’d watched as it’d broken Lilith down, bit by bit, as I’d pulled it out of her. Zepar’s taint ran deeper than hers, but he was also stronger than she was.

      So far, he’d held up all right. I didn’t know if that was going to last, though. I didn’t know…

      No, I couldn’t waste time trying to figure out what would happen if. I had to work on stopping it from reaching that point at all.

      “You know I can’t do that,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm as I focused my energy inside me, preparing to pull from Zepar again. “You know we have to keep going.”

      “I can’t,” he said, and for the first time, I heard emptiness in his voice.

      All this time, throughout everything, Zepar had remained a stubborn and evil ass. He’d threatened me with more pain than I could ever imagine, he’d spat at me—quite literally, and not with just spit, he’d spat magic at me—and he’d done all kinds of other horrible things.

      Not once had he broken down and told me it was too much. The man had too much pride for that, I’d thought.

      If he was breaking now, either what I’d feared was coming, or we were finally making progress.

      I could feel the taint I’d pulled from him swirling inside of me, choking me, but I wasn’t willing to give up yet. Not if we were close to making a breakthrough.

      “You can’t keep going or you don’t want to?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.

      It didn’t matter, but I wanted him to tell me the truth.

      He looked at me for a long minute, staring at me, and then something in him shifted. He sat up a little straighter, and his eyes darkened.

      “Away, pathetic woman,” he said, his voice resonating with much more than just him. “Away from our vessel, or we will destroy you.”

      Now it was my turn to sit up a little straighter. That was a new development.

      I narrowed my eyes. It only meant that I had to press further.

      Taking a deep breath in through my nose, I pulled my extended hand into a fist. I focused all of my magic on pulling the taint out of Zepar. It came rushing out of him and flowed into me. It felt eager this time, eager to get inside of me.

      Warning bells went off, but I ignored them. This was necessary.

      I couldn’t let Mal down. I couldn’t leave the taint inside his brother.

      Zepar began to scream, a ragged sound ripping from this throat, and he started pleading with me, begging me to stop.

      Soon I was unable to hear him clearly—the world was pounding inside my mind somehow, but more than that, his words had lost clarity, all on their own. He wasn’t forming words anymore, not really, he was just screaming them.

      At long last, the flow stopped. I felt filled with a sickness that would consume me if I wasn’t careful. I felt like there was more than just death inside of me. There was…it was worse. That was all I knew.

      I relaxed my fist and pulled my arm back to my side. Zepar slumped back against the wall, panting, clearly spent.

      There was blood leaking from the corner of his mouth.

      But his eyes were full of life.

      Not just life. My eyes widened at what I saw there.

      Gratitude.

      “Thank you,” he whispered. His voice was rough and ragged from the screaming, and yet, there was a firmness to it that I hadn’t heard before. It was him, I realized with a start. It was him without all the taint that had been inside him. “You saved me. Thank you.”

      “Um. Yeah, sure,” I said, shrugging. I was uncomfortable. “Don’t sweat it, dude.”

      “No,” he said. There was a begrudging note to his voice, but also a heavy amount of seriousness. “I will not forget this.”

      I stood up, shaky on my legs, and nodded at him.

      It was done, then. The taint was gone. From him, anyway. It was still inside me. I had to purge it. I could do that in a minute, though. First, I had to report his curing.

      I walked out of the dark and imposing dungeon and headed immediately for the conference room, where I’d met the other brothers so many times before and told them what had happened each day as my final report.

      There was no putting this off any longer, and I didn’t want to wait, even the time it would have taken to purge the taint. I had made up my mind last night. We were leaving now that the job was done. It was for the best. It was what was needed.

      When I reached the room, everyone except Mal was there. Even Emily was there. I relaxed a little when I saw her but still felt the tension that came with the taint swirling inside of me.

      Why wasn’t Mal there? I couldn’t help looking again for him, but he didn’t mysteriously appear.

      “It’s done,” I said, jerking my head in a nod at Emily. “We’re going to leave.”

      I would have expected her to relax at that, but she still looked concerned. Was it because of what had happened with her and Mal last night?

      We still hadn’t talked about it. I didn’t know how to bring it up, or what to say. I needed to figure out how I felt without talking to her first, although it made me feel guilty to think that I knew something and wasn’t…wasn’t sharing it with her.

      But she hadn’t shared it with me, either. What did that mean?

      “Thank you,” Asmodeus said, inclining his head deeply at me. “Your service is greatly appreciated. I cannot thank you enough for all that you’ve done for us.”

      “Not enough,” Bael muttered. “I’m not done with you yet.”

      Something inside of me snapped. Maybe it was the taint putting me on edge when I wouldn’t have been, or maybe it was the fact that I’d put up with Bael for so long and just couldn’t handle it anymore. I didn’t know what it was that caused it, but I couldn’t stand it.

      I launched myself at him before anyone could blink an eye, calling on all of my power when I punched him in the face.

      Fucking hell, it felt good to punch him. It fed some dark, nasty place inside of me—the place that loved the fight, the place that lived for the thrill of it all.

      I kept punching him, not wanting to stop, just delivering blow after blow before he could get himself together and stop me. At the back of my mind, I knew this was a bad idea. I knew it was only going to cause trouble.

      He had to pay for all the pain he’d put me through.

      Vaguely, I became aware of shouting behind me. It didn’t stop me. If anything, I just tried to ignore it.

      Strong arms wrapped around me and pulled me back, though I didn’t go easily. I fought to keep my position, but the moment the arms pulled me away, the splitting, soul-shredding pain began.

      I screamed my agony out loud, and mercifully, it was gone a moment later.

      Finally, the rage and pain were gone, and I could see what was in front of me. Asmodeus stood over an unconscious Bael, whose face did not look very pretty anymore, and when I looked over my shoulder, Emily was the one holding me with a concerned look on her beautiful face.

      “Oh,” I said. It was the only thing I could get out.

      “You should go now,” Asmodeus said, his face solemn.

      I nodded, and Emily and I made our way out of the room. Neither of us commented on what had just happened. At first, I didn’t know where we were going. It was time for us to leave, but I hadn’t said goodbye to Mal, and then I realized that was exactly where Emily was taking me. She was navigating, while I had been too preoccupied to do so, and somehow, she’d known where I needed to go.

      My heart felt full to bursting at the realization of how well she took care of me.

      “Why don’t you say goodbye?” Emily nodded at the door once we reached it. “I’ll wait here.”

      I frowned. “You’re going to wait outside?”

      “I thought the two of you should say your goodbyes alone. I don’t want to intrude.”

      I flushed, but nodded, and walked into the room. Mal was brooding in a corner seat but jumped to his feet when he saw me.

      “You need to purge,” he blurted out.

      No hello, no pleasantries, just him immediately looking out for my health. I grinned despite how bad things had been just a moment ago.

      “I will, in a moment,” I said. “When I get home.”

      He blanched and looked down at the ground, a storm of emotions swirling across his darkly tanned face. His black hair hung down in a mess around his face, the red tips brushing against his skin. He looked back up at me, the emotions now contained to just a haunting sadness.

      “I don’t want you to go,” he whispered.

      I couldn’t help myself. I crossed the room to stand in front of him and reached out to cup his cheek.

      “I have to. Things are only getting more tense around here. I cured Zepar, so my job here is done. It’s time for me to go.”

      He gritted his teeth and nodded. “All right. I won’t keep you here. Won’t you at least purge the taint before your trip?”

      I shook my head. “I just got into a big fight with Bael—it’s over, stop that, you can’t go beat him up again—and I don’t want to stick around and see the aftermath. I have to go. Now.”

      “All right, all right,” he said, letting out a sigh and running a hand through his hair. His golden eyes gleamed at me. “Let’s go.”

      My heart was heavy as we walked out of the room.
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      The trip back from hell had been surprisingly inconsequential. Nothing at all like getting into the damn place had been, but then again, we’d had the help of the Prince of Hell to get us out of there, and we hadn’t come in with an invitation. Stood to reason, it would be easier with his help. We’d made a brief pit stop at my house so that I could purge the taint I’d taken in from Zepar—by that point, it had been chewing me up inside, and I’d started to fear how much longer I could hold it in—and now we were at a nice restaurant, trying to have a nice dinner.

      I did say trying for a reason. Things were tense.

      Emily hadn’t really wanted to go out for dinner when I’d first suggested it, but I’d insisted. We needed to have some time just for the two of us, with no interruptions, and I’d figured that dinner had enough structure so as to keep us from feeling awkward, and yet, with enough freedom, that we’d be able to talk.

      Apparently, it didn’t have enough structure.

      Emily was picking at her food, and because I was bad at social confrontation, I wasn’t doing any better at keeping the conversation going.

      “All right,” I said, finally. I put my fork down and looked up at her. She reluctantly met my demanding eyes. “Whatever it is, we’ve got to at least acknowledge it. What’s upsetting you?”

      “Blair, we’ve talked about it before,” she said. “What’s the point in going over it again?”

      I flinched. So, it was about Mal, then. I squared my shoulders, though, prepared to try again.

      “The point is that I’m not willing to let this sit between us like this. I don’t want to feel like…like you can’t talk to me. I don’t want there to be space between us, Emily. I love you.”

      Her green eyes softened somewhat. “I love you, too, Blair.”

      “Good.” I grinned. “I’m glad we’ve got that part out of the way. Now, the hard part. Tell me what’s on your mind.”

      She sighed. “It’s…it’s how obvious it is that Malphas is in love with you. He’s so protective of you—he can’t stand for anyone to say one thing about you. When he sees you in pain, he reacts on pure instinct instead of it being some calculated demonic political thing. He loves you, and I think you love him, too.”

      “Not like that,” I insisted immediately. “It isn’t romantic between us. We’ve…we’ve flirted with each other, yes, and I do love him, but not like that. I love him like he’s an important part of my life, and I hated him not being a part of it, but I don’t…I don’t love him.”

      “See, and that’s why we can’t talk about it,” she said, frowning. “You’re so deeply in denial that you can’t acknowledge what’s going on inside of you.”

      “That isn’t fair,” I said, feeling more than a little defensive. It wasn’t fair that Emily was putting all of this on me, especially considering I was fairly certain I’d heard her and Mal flirting last night.

      I wasn’t going to bring that up yet, though. It might be hypocritical to ask her to talk to me about this and then not put what I was thinking about on the table, but I needed to figure out how I felt about it. Emily had already had plenty of time to think about me and Mal, obviously, but I hadn’t had any time for my side of things.

      It didn’t help that the exhaustion of the day, of the past few months, was finally starting to hit me. My hands were bandaged from beating the crap out of Bael, and all I wanted to do was sleep.

      I didn’t have the energy for the fight I’d picked. How embarrassing was that?

      “Why isn’t it fair?” she asked.

      “It just isn’t. It isn’t fair for you to say you know how I feel and just dismiss what I’m telling you,” I said. “I don’t know how Mal feels, but I…”

      “You don’t know how Mal feels?” She arched an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “He’s Fallen. He isn’t even capable of love.”

      She snorted. “He’s Fallen, not a demon. He can feel. He’s proven that about you over and over again.”

      My shoulders slumped with the weight of my exhaustion. “I don’t know how to convince you that I love you and only you. You’re my girlfriend, Emily, you’re the one I’m with.”

      She was quiet for what felt like an eternity. “I don’t want you to resent me by having to pick me.”

      There it was again. The insinuation that I didn’t have to pick.

      That was something I refused to even think about. It was dangerous, and it was unnecessary. I didn’t feel that way about Mal, anyway. And it wasn’t like Emily really meant it. She’d never lied to me before, but I just knew that she was only saying it for my benefit. She wouldn’t really be okay with that kind of thing.

      None of this was fair.

      We finished our meals in silence, and I figured we would try again at having a nice date after we’d both rested in our own beds from all that had happened in hell.

      “I love you,” I said as we stood in the parking lot by our cars.

      “I love you, too,” she said.

      I brushed my lips against hers, a little hesitant at first, but when she responded with eagerness, I returned it in kind. The taste of her on my lips was addictive, and for a moment, I couldn’t pull away.

      But the night had to end eventually, and we parted.

      It didn’t take long to get home, although I was very unfamiliar with driving at this point. I hadn’t had to in a long time, but I picked it up again all the same.

      When I walked in my front door, when the wards were back up and protecting me, I slumped against the wall.

      Relax.

      This was home. This was safe. This was…this was where I belonged. I didn’t have to worry about anything when I was in here, and I just wanted to soak up that feeling.

      But anxiety is a funny beast. It didn’t take long for all the stress to worm its way back into my head. The feeling of being so utterly beaten because Bael had me by the short hairs and that there was nothing I could do about it consumed me, fueled even further by the fact that Emily was grossly unhappy with me. And the cherry on the depression cake was Mal’s deep seated sadness and how far away he held himself from me now.

      Nothing was the way it was supposed to be, and I didn’t know how to fix it.
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      “Focus,” Diego barked, rapping me harshly on the wrist with a flick of his magic. I recoiled at the sharp, burning sensation and glared at him but said nothing because he was right and I didn’t have any argument to put against that. I wasn’t focusing on my training the way I was supposed to, and I had no excuses for that.

      It wasn’t just all that had happened piling into my brain that was preventing me from focusing, it was the constant throbbing inside my soul that had begun sometime during my sleep the night prior and continued throughout the day.

      I knew it was Bael, but I didn’t know what he was about. The sensation of my soul being pulled hadn’t played out quite like this when I’d been in hell—he’d been able to manipulate me with pain any way he saw fit, but it had always been the pain that he caused in that moment. There had been no residual pain, only a feeling of weakness, and…and well, the best way to describe it was to say that I wasn’t altogether there.

      Now, there was a distant pain seated in my soul that refused to go away. It was eating at my focus with every second that ticked by, and it was stubbornly refusing to submit to my normal compartmentalization tactics.

      “What’s going on with you?” Diego asked a moment later, crouching in front of me.

      I was sitting cross-legged on his living room floor, the furniture having been moved to the sides so as to make room for our practice. He’d given me a fairly simple task: levitation.

      I’d done it a thousand times, and it should have been a basic warm up, but now I was breaking a sweat just trying to get my ass half a centimeter off the floor.

      Fuck me, right?

      “Nothing,” I said, grinding my teeth together.

      Call it stubbornness or pride or whatever you want, I didn’t want to tell Diego what had happened to my soul. I knew he would blow it out of proportion, maybe even drag me before The Order, and I didn’t want that. Who knew what those old farts would do to me if they found out a demon had a part of my soul? They’d probably just execute me on the spot to keep me from ‘contaminating’ the community.

      You’re hurt.

      Weylyn’s soothing voice sounded in my head, and a moment later, I felt his warm body pressing against my shoulder as he leaned on me. He was in his shaggy dog form, looking a bit like a pure white husky rather than the giant wolf form that was natural for him. He just didn’t fit in most buildings if he went all out like that, though I knew it was uncomfortable for him to shift into this dog form.

      All the same, no matter what form he was in, his presence was always comforting.

      I’m fine, I thought at him.

      I can feel your soul, Blair. We are one, always.

      I sighed. That was the thing about having a familiar. They knew everything about you, and you knew everything about them. Normally, that was something I didn’t just like, I loved that, because Weylyn was the other part of me in every single concept.

      But when I wanted to hide something, when I wanted to shield even Weylyn from the difficulties I was living through, it was a real pain in the ass. There were no mental wards I could put in place that would keep Weylyn out—he was a part of me, as I said, but I didn’t mean that figuratively. He was literally made from the same stuff as me from the moment of my creation. My wards were his wards, and he could pass through them as easily as I could.

      They just couldn’t keep him out.

      I don’t want to worry Diego, I thought. We can talk about it later.

      He whined and pressed closer to me but let the subject drop.

      “You want to let me in on the secret?” Diego asked after a moment, one eyebrow raised.

      “Not particularly,” I said. “Maybe later, but I really don’t want to get into it right now, which is exactly what I said to Weylyn.”

      “All right, well, I don’t think we’re getting anywhere with this tonight. Maybe it was overreaching to try and train the day after you got back from hell. We’ll try again tomorrow.”

      I hung my head in shame. Diego expected a lot from me but never more than I could handle. Up until now. I felt like I was disappointing him, and that was so much worse than making him angry ever could be.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be!” He frowned at me. “Don’t be sorry for having limitations. We’ve worked through them before, we can work through them again. You might just be blocked. We’ll give it a day, and if that doesn’t work, we can do some other work that will help us figure out what’s holding you back.”

      Inwardly, I flinched at that but didn’t allow myself to visibly react. He couldn’t know that I didn’t want to get to the bottom of it, because then he’d be aware that I understood what was wrong, and it would turn into this whole big thing.

      So instead, I shrugged and stood up.

      “All right. I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said. I patted Weylyn on the shoulder, and we took off.

      Traffic was light all the way home, thank goodness, and my beater of a car threatened to break down only half a dozen times. The old thing was quickly on its way to becoming trash, but I didn’t want to get rid of it. Especially because my magic had a habit of breaking new technologies.

      A fancy new car wouldn’t work around me, I was sure of that. But I could probably buy something used that was in a little better condition than this one…

      I shrugged the thought off. I didn’t want to replace the car yet.

      Weylyn bounded up to the front door the moment I let him out of the car, and I followed. One pass of my hand lowered the wards, then we were inside, and I raised them again.

      “Diego might be done training for the day, but we aren’t,” I said to Weylyn, nodding towards the basement. “We need to find a way to get me functional again.”

      Weylyn barked in the affirmative, and we went down to the basement where all of my ritual stuff was. I wasn’t sure exactly what spell we would be working to try and figure this out, but I was sure one of the grimoires Aidan had left behind would help.

      I paused, thinking about Aidan with a sharp pang in my heart. I missed my mentor every single day that passed and realized that it had been a while since I’d visited his grave. I should do that soon—couldn’t give him a reason to think he was being neglected.

      That thought cheered me up somewhat. Aidan was dead, yes, and in the worst possible way. His death had shattered me more than I could say, but I had his grave to visit, and occasionally, he would show up to talk to me. Sometimes we talked about normal things, sometimes he gave me advice. Every conversation, though, left me feeling better than before.

      A loud crackling sound broke through the basement, almost deafening in volume, and I let out a yelp and covered my ears.

      What the hell?

      Nothing could get in the house, let alone the basement. I had even more wards on the basement. I readied myself for the attack, prepared to defend myself.

      The smoke cleared, and Raven and Fred stood in the center of the basement, just a few centimeters away from the ritual circle inlaid in the ground there.

      “Oh, my Gods!” I cried and hurled myself towards them, wrapping my arms around each in turn. I had missed the two of them so incredibly much while I’d been gone, and it was so nice to see them again.

      Raven was a little stiff in my arms, but they always had been rather distant in terms of affection. I knew that they loved me, in their own way, and I didn’t force the hug on them for longer than I needed.

      Fred was a different story altogether. He clung in my arms, nuzzling affectionately at my shoulder, while I crouched down and held him.

      The two immortals were…well, there were no words to really describe them. I didn’t know what Raven was— although I suspected he was some sort of Fae—but Fred was an imp that had been bound to serve the owner of the house a long time ago. He didn’t serve out of duty anymore. I loved Fred and would have gladly set him free, but he wanted to stay here, with me.

      That was important to me. I didn’t ever want to be the kind of person who kept slaves, magical or otherwise.

      “My has missed you so, so much, miss,” Fred babbled, holding onto me tight. “You is being gone forevers and evers and is so lonely around here when you is gone. Is you home now? Home for good, yes?”

      “Well, I don’t know about home for good,” I said, and felt him tense in my arms. “But I am home for a very long time, I promise. No more month-long excursions, unless it’s an absolute emergency.”

      He huffed several times, but I felt him nod at last.

      “That is being good enoughs, I is thinking,” he said. “But I is making a dinner tonight, yes I am, mhm. You is having good food!”

      I laughed. “Aw, thank you, Fred. You didn’t need to do that.”

      He pulled back enough for me to see the shocked look on his face.

      “Miss, is the most necessary,” he said, frowning seriously at me. “You is needing a celebration.”

      My heart warmed at his words. Fred always could make me feel so much better, no matter what was going on. He could also destroy me in two point five seconds if he wanted to—the little imp was scarily powerful—but I tried not to think about that most of the time.

      The surprising thing, though, was that he was right. I really could use a celebration right now.

      “All right, I’ll concede,” I said, giving him another quick squeeze before I stood up. “But where have you been? I got home last night and didn’t see you.”

      Raven cleared their throat, calling my attention back to them. I hadn’t been avoiding looking at them per se, but…well, they were an intimidating creature to look at. They had long hair and piercing eyes, and there was something about them that screamed inhuman. Of course, they weren’t human, but most of the non-human creatures that I ran into could pass as humans very easily. And, unlike Fred, Raven’s inhuman appearance was not cute. It was terrifying.

      “I can answer that question,” they said. There was no emotion to their voice, and it sent a shiver skittering down my spine.

      “All right,” I said, giving them a small smile. “I missed you, too, by the way.”

      Something in their face softened, a fondness appearing in their eyes. “Yes, well, you were missed.”

      That was the sweetest thing they’d ever said to me, and I had to hide the pleasure in my eyes. Raven was amazing, as terrifying as they were, and even a small word of praise from them meant the world to me.

      “Fred was with me,” they said. “He was assisting me with the planning of a banquet, to which you are invited.”

      “A banquet?” I raised an eyebrow. “I’m not exactly banquet material.”

      That was the understatement of the century. I was a very rough individual and didn’t clean up that well. No one would ever want me at a formal event.

      Raven looked moderately uncomfortable, which was a first.

      “It is a banquet of the Fae. I have been instructed to bring a, er, partner to the event.”

      “And you’re bringing me?” I was surprised, to say the least.

      “I can think of no one else whose presence I would find enjoyable there.”

      My eyes widened. “What?”

      “You are being difficult, Blair,” they said, frowning at me. “I am inviting you to a very important event where you can form very important connections. Will you accept?”

      “Uh, yeah, okay,” I said before I could think about it too much.

      As scary as a formal banquet sounded, I didn’t want to inconvenience Raven. My first instinct was to help them.

      “Very well, I shall inform the Queen.”

      They disappeared in another loud crack and way too much smoke, and then it was just me, Fred, and Weylyn in the basement.

      What have I just agreed to?
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      “What do you think, Weylyn?” I asked my familiar as I made a sandwich, bustling about in the kitchen that I had missed quite a lot.

      Mal’s palace had been extravagant in the extreme, but I was a simple woman. I liked my little, run-down house with my kitchen that barely worked and my moderately uncomfortable bed. It was what I was used to; it was comforting to be here.

      And while the food at Mal’s palace had been delectable, there’s nothing quite like a ham and cheese melt to convince you that everything is going to be okay in the world.

      After getting invited to a Fae ball, I kind of needed a little comfort. Raven hadn’t told me anything more about the ball yet, and I didn’t know what I was going to be doing there, so I needed to soothe my nerves somewhat.

      You will be fine, Weylyn said, a low rumble in his throat as he thought the words at me.

      “I don’t know about that,” I said. “I don’t have a good track record with the whole politics thing, and Fae are all about politics. I’m probably going to blow something up, and I mean that literally.”

      If you could avoid blowing things up, that would be preferred.

      “Do you know anything about the ball?”

      I got the impression inside my head of Weylyn frowning.

      I should.

      That was surprising. I could feel what Weylyn really meant by those words—the information should have been inside his head, but he couldn’t find it. Weylyn knew a lot of things, but as he was a part of me, sometimes he was limited by what I knew.

      I hadn’t expected this to be one of those times.

      “Maybe I’ll ask Fred later,” I said. “If Raven doesn’t come back and give me more information before then.”

      I finished making my sandwich and sat down on my lumpy couch to eat it when a knock sounded at my front door. Frowning, I glanced at Weylyn, who shook his shaggy head.

      This was a surprise. I wasn’t expecting anyone today. I put the plate with the sandwich on it down on my coffee table and crossed to the front door.

      “Who’s there?” I called through the thick wood.

      “Malphas.”

      I froze. What was he doing here? We’d barely talked while I’d been in hell the past few months, and now he was showing up for a visit? This didn’t make any sense.

      But all the same, I lowered the wards and opened the door. Sure enough, Mal stood on my doorstep, waiting to be let in. He had an uneasy look on his face, as if he wasn’t too sure about what would happen next. That was fair—things were still awkward between us.

      “Come on in,” I said, moving away to make room for him.

      He walked inside, and I shut the door behind him, raising the wards. Then I turned around to face him. He stood awkwardly in the center of the room.

      “Can I help you?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “I have a lot on my plate right now.”

      He glanced at the plate on the table, and a coy smirk curved his lips, sending butterflies through my stomach.

      “It doesn’t look like too much.”

      “Jerk,” I said, and took a seat on the couch. “Get to the point.”

      He sobered. “I just wanted to see you. To apologize for the distance between us of late and try to smooth things somewhat. I don’t want to be held apart from you.”

      “I don’t either,” I said. “But I don’t know how to fix this.”

      “You could let me help you. Like old times.”

      He looked really earnest. Like all he wanted was for things to go back to the way they were, and I could sympathize with that. But once…once things changed, there was never really a way back. We were going to have to move forward and find a new normal.

      Hopefully, it could be at least somewhat like it used to be.

      “All right,” I said with a sigh. “Raven invited me to some ball with the Fae. I’m freaking out, to tell the truth. I don’t know anything about it, about what I’m supposed to do there or how I’m supposed to act. Raven hasn’t told me anything.”

      “A Fae ball?” He whistled. “That’s impressive.”

      “Uh. Yeah, I guess it is.”

      “You don’t understand the severity of the situation, do you?”

      “I know it’s really serious, yeah. I know there’s a huge chance I’m going to fuck it all up and make a fool out of myself and make some enemies and ruin Raven’s reputation. And I don’t want to do that, but I don’t know how not to do that.”

      “May I?” He gestured to the couch.

      I nodded and he took a seat.

      “I believe the normal advice in this situation is ‘just be yourself,’ but I do not believe that applies here.”

      I snorted. “That’s an understatement.”

      He grinned. “At least, you’re realistic about your abilities.”

      “Hey, I can kick ass like no one else in the world, but I’ve never told anyone that I’m good at politics. I can’t do that shit to save my life, which might literally be the case at this ball.”

      “You might be,” he murmured to himself.

      I frowned. “What?”

      “Nothing, nothing,” he said, waving his hand to dismiss what he’d said. I wasn’t sure what the comment was about, but I didn’t want to press the matter.

      This was the most normal conversation we’d had in a long time, and I wasn’t going to rock the boat on it.

      “So, what should I do?” I asked, scooting closer to him. “How am I supposed to act?”

      He took in a deep breath. “There are many rules as to how to behave around the Fae, but I don’t think you have the time to learn all of them. How soon is the ball?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Raven didn’t tell you?”

      “Um, no,” I said. “They invited me and then they disappeared to go tell the Queen that I was coming.”

      He pursed his lips. “One moment, I will endeavor to find out for you.”

      “Huh?”

      But no sooner was the sound out of my mouth than Mal was gone. I stared at the spot on the couch where he had been sitting, slack jawed, unsure what to do. Why was everyone appearing and disappearing whenever they wanted? Should he even be able to do that?

      A moment later there was a knock at my door again, and I couldn’t help but laugh. That had to be Mal coming back—damn he’d been fast—and it was a little reassuring to know that he couldn’t just appear in my house again like Raven had.

      At least there were some limitations, or at least he had some manners. Raven never had understood the rules that governed humans. I guessed because they were so focused on all the rules for the Fae, which I didn’t know, so we were a little on even ground there.

      I let Mal back in, who had a little smirk on his face, and we took our seats on the couch again.

      “Well?”

      “Tomorrow,” he said, now looking grim.

      My jaw dropped open. “What? Tomorrow?”

      “Yes, according to my sources, the Summer Fae are throwing a ball tomorrow, and I assume that is the one to which you have been invited,” he said, then frowned. “Well, tomorrow is relative. It would be tomorrow for you, at the very least.”

      I let out an impatient sound but nodded. Time in the Fae realm always worked a little different than it did here, and if I wanted to be on time, then I would have to leave tomorrow.

      “All right. So, Raven’s probably going to come get me tomorrow.”

      “Yes. I wouldn’t be too hard on them for not mentioning it—they likely didn’t realize that you aren’t familiar with the goings on there, since it is such a large part of their life.”

      I grumbled but shrugged my shoulders. “I won’t hold it against them. So, what am I supposed to know?”

      He looked a little uncertain now. “I have to be careful with what I tell you, do you understand?”

      “Um, no, no I don’t.”

      “I can tell you that you need to be careful about what you say because every word you utter to a Fae is a promise in and of itself. I can tell you that under no circumstances should you make an actual promise to one of them, and that you should not make any deals while you are there. You don’t know enough about them to do that properly.”

      “Well, that seems pretty straight forward. What else?”

      “Do not give offense if you can help it,” he said, sighing. “I know that is vague, but it is imperative that you do your best to follow it. If you insult one of them, it could end very badly for you. And for Raven.”

      “How am I supposed to know if something is offensive, though? I mean, beyond all the normal things that a human would consider offensive.”

      He grimaced. “That is difficult, and we don’t have enough time to get into all of that.”

      I glared at him. “You could try.”

      It felt like things were getting away from us, and they were quickly dissolving into a fight. I didn’t understand why he was being so vague, and I didn’t like it at all.

      “There is one other thing I need to impress upon you before we try and pick apart all the little things,” he said, looking very serious now as he held my gaze. “You cannot talk about your human upbringing.”

      I frowned. “Why not?”

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “Malphas, you are really starting to get on my last nerve,” I said, grinding my teeth together. When I used his real name instead of the nickname I’d given him, he knew it was serious.

      He dragged a hand through his hair, which had been slicked back.

      “There are rules to what I am allowed to say,” he said tightly. “I need you to trust me about that.”

      There was something he wasn’t telling me, obviously, and I felt…I felt like I had to know what it was. It wasn’t just simple curiosity that was driving me. It felt important.

      “Mal, you have to tell me what it is.”

      “I can’t,” he said. He stood up and began pacing the room. “Not yet.”

      “What the hell,” I muttered, rolling my eyes. “What is stopping you?”

      His jaw clenched, a muscle throbbing there. “I can’t tell you that either.”

      “Fine!” I threw up my hands. “Don’t tell me, then. That’s some real effort you’re putting into fixing things, by the way.”

      “Blair…” He turned to me with pain in his eyes. “You have to believe that I would tell you if I could. I am not trying to be difficult.”

      I didn’t believe him, though. There were so many times that he had withheld information from me, that I couldn’t just believe he was doing it for the right reasons this time.

      Weylyn growled from his place on the floor by the couch, where he’d been curled up, and I jumped a little. I’d almost forgotten he was there.

      Mal looked down at Weylyn and gave him a sad smile and a shrug of his shoulders.

      If I didn’t know better, I would have thought the two of them were talking. But Weylyn wouldn’t do that—he wouldn’t exclude me from a conversation. Right?

      Hey, I thought at Weylyn.

      He turned his head to me. Yes?

      Are you talking to Mal?

      There was a vague sense of discomfort inside my head.

      You need to trust him on this, Blair.

      My temper flared, and I stormed out of the room without another word, slamming shut the door to my bedroom. If they wanted to have a private conversation, they could do it without me in the room.

      I was pissed and hurt, and just wanted to be alone now.
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      I am not a fancy-dress-wearing girl, and I resented the fact that I had one on now. It was beautiful, even I could see that, and Raven had gone to great lengths to make sure that it wasn’t too uncomfortable for me, but still.

      It was light purple, maybe lilac, I didn’t know, and had an empire waistline. It flowed down to my feet, and it was loose, and I could definitely move in it, but I didn’t like it all the same. I preferred pants, and I preferred freedom of movement.

      I didn’t feel like I could run away in this dress, and that was the one thing that I always wanted in my clothes. Always had, even before I’d become a wizard.

      Not a wizard yet.

      The little snarky voice inside my head reminded me that I was still training for that title, and I rolled my eyes while I tried to dismiss it. Titles didn’t really matter. And The Order didn’t really matter, as far as I was concerned.

      Raven and I stood in the forest near my home, where one of the bridges to the Fae realm—Tir na Nog—waited for us.

      At least Raven had seen fit to give me proper shoes. They were made of leather, but they were soft and pliable, protecting my feet while still allowing me to walk comfortably. I was pretty sure I could run through a forest in them just fine, which made me feel a little better. If worst came to worst, I’d hike up my dress and run as fast as I could, modesty be damned.

      “I understand that you have spoken to the Fallen about how to conduct yourself at this event,” Raven said stiffly, looking down at me.

      Not many people could look down at me—I towered over most individuals—but Raven was one of the few who were taller than me. They didn’t look happy about the fact that I’d talked to Mal, but they’d never liked him anyway. Apparently, whatever Raven was—I still didn’t know—and Fallen didn’t get along very well.

      Well, at the very least, Raven and Mal didn’t. I’d never asked them if it was personal or just a species thing.

      “Yeah, Mal came to visit yesterday and he told me a little about it,” I said.

      Mal and I had kept talking after I’d calmed down some yesterday, although there had still been tension due to the whole ‘I’m not going to tell you everything’ bullshit. I’d chosen to ignore it, for the most part, but I wasn’t the most evolved person on that kind of thing.

      Raven sniffed. “And what did he tell you?”

      “Not to give offense, not to make any promises, not to accept any gifts,” I said, ticking off the list on my fingers as I spoke. “I didn’t understand a lot of it, though. Are you going to tell me more?”

      They sighed. “That is a good base to start from, but it certainly does not cover everything. When we say not to give offense, you have to understand that it is an easy thing to do. By refusing food or drink when you arrive, you are telling them that you do not trust them to allow you to leave, and yet, by accepting food and drink you are potentially allowing yourself to become trapped. By saying ‘thank you,’ you are implying that they now owe you a debt. Although this is not true, nor is it binding, it is still very offensive.”

      “Okay. I can remember that,” I said, nodding. “What else?”

      They tilted their head to the side. “There are so many things, I am not sure I could list them all for you. For example, you shoulder never show the bottom of your foot to a Fae.”

      “Well, that just seems like basic manners.”

      “One would think so,” they said darkly, which gave me the idea that this was something that had happened before. I almost laughed, but they looked far more serious about it than I’d expected, so I kept that to myself. “We are going to be late if we do not leave now.”

      “Shit,” I said, grimacing. I’d wanted to hear more about what I was and wasn’t supposed to do, but apparently, I was out of time. “All right, let’s do this.”

      Raven frowned. “You do not seem pleased to be attending.”

      “I’m nervous.”

      “Hm. I am not pleased to be attending, either.”

      “Why not?”

      “I do not like these events,” they said. “I had hoped that you would, but it is enough that you are attending. I would ask that you do attempt to make connections while you are there—you might make allies you will need in the future.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked, shivering a little at the words.

      Why would I need allies amongst the Fae?

      “Just keep that in mind,” they said, and gestured towards the grove ahead of us. “We must go.”

      I started to say something further, but they gripped me by the arm and led me towards the bridge. One moment we were on Earth, the next we were in Tir na Nog.

      Just as it had been the other time I’d come here, the trip itself was very disorienting. I stumbled when we got there, as if I’d just jumped a great distance, and had to fight to keep my footing. Raven didn’t appear to be even slightly fazed by the trip, to my great annoyance.

      I was already frustrated with them for keeping things from me, just like Mal had, and now they were showing me up. But I guessed they were always doing that, and I should be used to it by now.

      This bridge had spat out in the middle of the woods in the Wylde Fae territory last time, but this time, we were a hop and a skip away from a city, which I could see in the distance. That was weird. I’d thought that those bridges always connected to the same location. I supposed it was kind of like time between the two worlds; but the locations weren’t always in sync, either.

      Raven started off without checking to make sure I was ready, and I scrambled to keep up with them. It didn’t take long at all for us to get inside the city. The guards knew Raven, and as soon as we stepped inside, I was struck by a feeling of wrongness.

      “Raven, where are we?” I asked.

      “The realm of the Summer Fae,” they said. “Why?”

      “It doesn’t feel right,” I said quietly, looking around. People were regarding me strangely, but it wasn’t just that that set me on edge. It was the entire place. It was a feeling of not belonging. “I can’t put my finger on it…”

      “Yes, of course,” they murmured, so quietly that I almost didn’t hear the words.

      “What?”

      “Nothing, nothing. Come along. We are expected.”

      I frowned, my annoyance growing at the way people kept dodging my questions, but I followed Raven all the same. We walked through the city, which was beautiful in the extreme.

      The streets appeared to glitter when I looked at them, and the buildings…well, were they buildings? They appeared to be the insides of trees, for the most part. But not like a village—more refined somehow, as if the trees had been cultivated.

      “What are those buildings made of?” I asked Raven as we walked.

      “They are sung from trees,” they said simply, and I didn’t ask for further explanation.

      Raven had always been a being of few words.

      At last, we reached our destination. It was a large building, made from a tree that was bigger than any I’d ever seen on Earth. Really it was bigger than a castle. There were people walking in and out of the tree-building—Fae, of course, of all sorts of varying colorations—and there were several guards in front of it.

      Raven said something to them—I couldn’t understand it—and they regarded me with suspicion for a moment, but they did let us pass. Why were they all looking at me so strangely? Raven had invited me, and they did specifically say that they were going to tell the Queen I was coming, so it really shouldn’t have been such a big deal that there was a human around here.

      The feeling of wrongness grew inside me as we walked inside, and I couldn’t ignore it even to appreciate the great hall. I was lost in fighting the need to turn and run away. There was somewhere else I should have been.

      Some place was calling to me. I needed to go somewhere else. I could feel it. But I’d promised Raven I would do this with them, and I wasn’t going to go back on my word.

      “Aelohar!”

      A voice broke through the haze in my brain, jerking me out of my reverie. A Fae was walking up to us quickly. I couldn’t tell which court they belonged to, but I assumed they were a Summer Fae if they were here, and they were speaking to Raven, not to me.

      I didn’t recognize the name they’d used, but then again, Raven was the name I had given to them when I’d met them as a raven, all those years ago. I was not a very original person.

      “Hello,” Raven said, inclining their head slightly. “Roberts, it is good to see you again.”

      “It’s been too long since you paid us a visit,” the man boomed, grinning at Raven. “You spend far too much time with Winter.”

      “It has been my home these past few millennium and will likely to continue as such for the foreseeable future.” There was no intonation there, no emotion, just a statement of fact.

      “Yes, yes, of course,” Roberts said. “But you could still visit more.”

      “My duties keep me busy.”

      “Well!” Roberts chuckled. “Always so serious. Come along. There’s someone I want you to meet.”

      The man had still not acknowledged me and didn’t even look at me then. He gestured to Raven, who cast a sidelong look at me.

      “Will you be all right?”

      “Oh, yeah, of course,” I said, waving a hand with faux confidence. “Go have fun. I’ll just, uh… I’ll keep myself busy.”

      Raven looked dubious but nodded and left me to stand in the entrance to the ball room we had walked into. I was alone now and didn’t know what to do with myself.

      Having focused on Roberts, I had been able to ignore the wrongness inside of me, and now I was able to take a look around. The place was breathtaking, and there was magic all around me. I’d almost forgotten that the Fae were inherently magical beings, and that the use of magic was as simple as breathing to them.

      Lights bobbed about overhead, not of fire or electricity, and I wondered what powered them.

      Well, duh. Magic, most likely. But what kind of magic? How was it done?

      “Well, what are you doing here?”

      A voice broke through my thoughts once more. I turned to face the speaker. The voice belonged to an elegant-looking woman with dark brown hair and skin, her eyes glowed amber…no, gold. They definitely weren’t plain amber.

      “Oh, hi,” I said, offering her a smile. I couldn’t remember if I was supposed to curtsey or something, so I just bobbed my head the same way Raven had done to Roberts. “My name’s Blair. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Eoyin,” she said, raising her eyebrows. “I didn’t know we were bringing pets to this.”

      “Um. Definitely not a pet, so, uh…yeah.”

      She narrowed her eyes, and I got the distinct impression that I’d said something wrong. Of course. That was the story of my life.

      “You are not one of us,” she said, and she was looking at me intently now.

      “Well, no, I’m not a Fae,” I said matter-of-factly, and yet the words stuck in my throat for some reason. There was a nasty ping that went down my spine as I spoke. I wasn’t ashamed of being human, and I wasn’t ashamed that I didn’t share the glamorous life all Fae led. I was who I was, and that was good enough for me.

      She continued to look at me as if she was trying to see through me, see something that wasn’t obvious to the initial observer. It was starting to make me uncomfortable.

      I shifted my weight from side to side and plucked at the long dress I wore before finally letting out a huff and glaring at her.

      “Why are you staring?”

      She let out a shocked gasp at that, her hand flying to her heart. “What?”

      “Why are you staring at me?” Her reaction told me I’d somehow broken one of the rules that had been laid out for me—don’t give offense—but for the life of me, I couldn’t see what I’d done wrong. She was the one being a nosy Nelly.

      “Why, you—”

      “Eoyin.” A firm, masculine voice sounded just to my left, and when I looked to see who the speaker was, my breath caught in my throat.

      This was a perfect specimen of the male form. He was tall, with dark hair that seemed to fade in and out from black to a deep dark purple. His body was built but not overly so, and he had dreamy golden eyes. Eyes that swirled with power, tempting you to look and see the universe inside of them.

      “Yatar,” she said, bowing her head much lower than the other Fae greetings I’d observed thus far. “I hope that this impertinent human has not interrupted your enjoyment of the evening.”

      “Not at all,” he said, beaming at me. “In fact, I was just going to ask her to dance.”

      My heart squeezed.

      Dance?
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      All right, I don’t know anything about dancing. It’s never been high up on my list of skills to learn, seeing it as having very little application to what I do on a daily basis. Oh, sure, I’ve heard of the ballet dancers who go on to learn martial arts with little issue because they already know so much about their bodies and what not, but that wasn’t me.

      I could scale a building and give chase for long periods of time. I was in shape and I was graceful in a fight, but when it came to dancing, I had two left feet.

      My partner didn’t seem to mind the way I was clinging to him, desperately hoping that he would be able to guide me through the slow dance we’d walked in on.

      Yet, for all the anxiety I had about the dancing, I noticed that for the first time since stepping foot on Summer Fae territory, I no longer felt that overwhelming sense of not belonging here, of needing to get as far away as possible. The presence of this man, Yatar, was comforting in some way. I wasn’t sure why.

      “I take it you aren’t used to the dancing language we use here,” he commented as he led me in a small circle on the floor.

      “That’s the understatement of the century,” I said, huffing out a breath and focusing hard on where my feet were going. “I can’t say or do the right thing, and I’m seriously considering finding a corner to hide in until this is all over.”

      Why was I telling this stranger how I felt about the ball when he was a Fae, and I could easily give offense to him, just as I had to the other woman? But he didn’t seem offended by my whining; he even seemed somewhat amused.

      “I wouldn’t do that. It would deprive all of us from much amusement.”

      I glanced up in time to see him wink at me, and my temper flared ever so slightly.

      “I am not a joke to be laughed at,” I said before grinding my teeth together. “I’m just trying my best.”

      “Apologies,” he said, sobering up. “I did not mean to imply that you were inferior. I realize that your other hosts would think that. I do not think you are inferior, and in fact, I think you have a great potential for such a life as ours.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “There’s something about you…” He frowned. “Something that I can’t quite identify, but it’s there. An indication that you will one day excel at this.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, right. Your wires are crossed, buddy. Hey, why are you being so nice to me? I almost got shishkabobbed for saying that I wasn’t someone’s pet, and now you’re talking to me like any…well, any normal person would.”

      “I am the ambassador to the Winter Court,” he said, smiling softly. “It is my duty to ensure peaceful relations remain between our people. I have a unique gift for being able to find common ground with others.”

      Huh. That was interesting. I wanted to hear more about the Winter Court, but I figured now wasn’t quite the time for that. I needed to deal with the Summer Court now, which meant I needed to figure out fast what I was doing wrong.

      “A word of warning, though,” he said. “The Summer Fae are notoriously more complicated with their dancing language than the other Fae are. You must be very careful here.”

      I groaned. “That’s what everyone keeps telling me.”

      “You must listen,” he urged. “You must keep on your guard.”

      It felt like more than just a polite warning about decorum.

      Was there something else I needed to be on guard about?
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      After two more dances with Yatar, I ran out of things to do in the main ball room. True to my word, I had taken to a corner to observe the goings-on of the ball without having to worry about someone approaching me and me inevitably saying the wrong thing to them.

      Eventually, though, I got bored of it all. It had been a good method for studying the Fae around me, seeing how they interacted with one another, and filing that information away for the next time it was going to be necessary. It was a way of learning how to handle myself while I was here, but there’s only so much people watching a person can handle at one time.

      So, I found myself wandering the halls of the castle.

      On my way out of the ballroom, I’d run into a few more Fae that had given me a hard time—both Summer Fae, naturally—but I had been able to extricate myself.

      Damn it all, why were the Fae so difficult for me to get on with? Frustrating wasn’t even the word to describe how I felt about it—I wanted to be good at the whole politics things. Everyone seemed to think I had the capability to be good at this, but something was just stopping me from reaching that capability. I hated it. Hated disappointing people, always had and always would.

      I just kept offending people, and it was exhausting.

      The castle was mostly empty outside of the ballroom, though, and I was grateful for that. I could walk around and look at the art on the walls and such, really soak up the beauty of where I was, without having to worry that someone would come up and talk to me.

      On a normal day, I hated strangers trying to talk to me. Today I hated it even more.

      Movement at the corner of my eye caught my attention, and I jerked my head around to see what it was, but nothing was there. Huh, that was strange.

      I had definitely seen something, but what?

      It was just a small flash of color, something that was there and gone again very quickly. My curiosity piqued, and I had to find out what it was. It was the most entertaining thing I would get up to while I was here. I was sure of that.

      Not that curiosity is the best reason to go snooping through a foreign castle, but I’d never been one for those kinds of conventions.

      I headed down the corridor—the flash had been just at the end, right at the corner leading to the next hall, I thought—and did my best to keep my guards up while I walked. I didn’t want a sneak attack putting me down and making a big fuss that Raven was going to have to deal with. I didn’t want to get into any kind of fight at all, for that matter, but if something was here that wasn’t supposed to be…well, I would have to deal with that.

      It was only the polite thing to do, right?

      Just as I turned the corner, holding in a tight breath, I ran face-into-chest to Raven. I stumbled backwards, shocked to have run into Raven of all people, and mortified that they’d caught me snooping.

      “What are you doing all the way out here?” they asked, their frown a hard downward slash of their lips.

      “I was bored,” I said, hoping that it didn’t sound too pathetic. “There was nothing to do in the ballroom but stand around and watch people talk and dance.”

      “You were supposed to be talking to them,” they said.

      They did not sound happy with me at all.

      “I can’t talk to them!” I was beyond frustrated. “I tried, and they keep referring to me as a ‘pet’ or otherwise implying that I’m not a whole person, and they aren’t interested in actually talking to me rather than insulting me.”

      They let out a sigh. “I will assist you with further conversation.”

      This sounded like a punishment, and I thought about rejecting the offer. But Raven had done so much for me—and even now, they were trying to do this for me—that I couldn’t just ignore that. I had a massive debt to be repaid to Raven, not that I would ever get the whole thing, but it did mean that I owed them this much at least.

      “All right, fine. Let’s go back.”

      We walked back through the corridors to the ballroom in silence, Raven projecting annoyance the whole way there, and me just trying to be as inconspicuous as possible.

      Just as we reached the ballroom, Raven looked around, clearly searching for a target to introduce me to, when an ear-piercing scream broke through the castle.

      It didn’t originate in the room, but it was so loud and high pitched that it carried throughout…everywhere. I cringed and slapped my hands over my head, trying to get the sound to go down enough for me to think.

      Something bad had happened.

      A moment later a woman came running into the ballroom, still screaming. She whirled, sobbing and crying, until she spotted Raven.

      “Aelohar!” she cried, reaching out for them. “You must help, quickly. There has been a murder.”

      Oh, shit.
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      Chaos reigned in the ballroom from the moment the word ‘murder’ was uttered. People were rushing about, talking or yelling or screaming at one another—it was hard to tell, especially because they were not speaking English.

      The situation was rapidly developing into a mob, and I knew this was going to get ugly really fast.

      “Raven, we have to get out of here,” I said, touching a hand to his sleeve. “This is going to turn into a battle Royale, and fast.”

      “No,” they said, sweeping their hand to the side in a gesture that said, ‘this is final.’

      Crap. Crap, shit, fuck. Why would Raven want to stay here through this? There was nothing to be gained, and we were risking getting run over by the mob once it began to stampede.

      “Silence!”

      A loud, deep voice boomed through the ballroom with supernatural intensity. There was no way one person had a voice like that commanding naturally. It had to be enhanced one way or the other.

      But the mob did as they were instructed, surprisingly. Everyone stilled in place, some of them half-poised towards the door, and turned to pay attention to the speaker.

      “That’s Ryokar,” Raven murmured close to my ear. “He is the Summer Knight.”

      “What does that mean? What’s a Summer Knight?”

      They let out a long sigh and shook their head. Okay, so I guessed that was one more thing we would talk about later. I hoped so, because I was definitely confused by what was going on.

      “No one is allowed to leave,” Ryokar said. He was making eye contact with each individual in the room, and I shuddered uncomfortably when his eyes landed on me; I wasn’t able to hold eye contact. Something was wrong there. “We must investigate and reach a conclusion on this matter immediately, and we cannot risk allowing the murderer to leave the building. No one can leave.”

      “A murderer walks amongst us!” A voice called out from the crowd, sounding absolutely terrified. “We are all at risk!”

      “Please, remain calm,” Ryokar said with a placating gesture. “We are all safe here in the ballroom. So long as we stick together, everything should be fine. We will call each guest and worker here tonight into a separate room to interview them. Once we identify the murderer, you will all be free to go.”

      I sucked in a breath. Interview sounded innocent enough, but the way the words set an unnatural stillness through the room told me that it was much more nefarious than it sounded. Did he mean that he was going to go through our minds?

      That made me panic. I couldn’t handle having someone else going through my mind, poking at my memories. What if I had to relive one of them because he was poking around? I’d had enough of that when I’d been trying to get into hell to save Mal. I didn’t want a repeat performance.

      “We don’t need investigations. I know who it is!”

      I knew that voice. That was Eoyin, the woman I had offended shortly after arriving. My heart sank at her words because I knew exactly what she was going to do next.

      “The human woman—Blair Sheach—snuck out of the ballroom not too long ago and came back just as Milar returned to tell us of the murder. She is clearly the one we are looking for now.”

      “I didn’t kill anyone!” I shouted before I could think better of it.

      Eoyin’s eyes narrowed on me. “All humans lie. Your word means nothing.”

      “Now, hold on just one second,” Ryokar said, calling for quiet once more. “We will not assume guilt, but this does bear further investigation. Blair, you will come first.”

      I balked. “I will do no such thing.”

      He sighed and made a gesture with his fingers.

      “Blair…” Raven started to say something, but their words were cut off when two Summer guards approached with the clear intent of dragging me off.

      I couldn’t allow that to happen. Panic was starting to set in for me now, and the feeling of ‘run!’ that I’d had before was amplified by a thousand now. I had to get out of here before they did something unspeakable to me.

      “BLAIR, RUN!”

      Raven’s thoughts broke through my mind, loud and painful, but they were what I needed to hear. If Raven thought this was a get-the-hell-out-of-dodge situation, then that’s exactly what it was.

      I took a deep breath and reached for my magic, felt the strong hand of one guard close around my forearm, and tilted my head back.

      “Fuge,” I uttered the spell so softly that I doubted anyone would be able to hear it.

      And I was gone.
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      Teleporting will always leave you enormously disoriented. There’s just no getting around that fact, but I didn’t have much time to give to that disorientation—I had to get moving again and fast.

      It didn’t help that I was massively exhausted from the spell now. I hadn’t been able to do most of the basic spells with Diego when we started training yesterday, but adrenaline and emergency had forced me to do more than I really could. My soul sagged inside of me, crying out at the ill abuse I was putting it through.

      Couldn’t think about it, couldn’t feel it. I didn’t have time for that, either.

      As soon as my feet touched the soft ground of the forest, I wobbled slightly but remained upright, and took off through the woods.

      A brief glance around as I was running told me that I was still in the Fae realm, which kind of sucked, but it was what I had to work with. I’d tried to focus the spell on teleporting home, but perhaps you weren’t able to do that from inside Tir Na Nog. Perhaps you could only come and go through the bridges, so you couldn’t just teleport in or out.

      It made sense, considering Raven probably would have just teleported us to the ball if that was possible.

      Either way, I was lost in the forest now. And lost was definitely the word to describe the current situation—I had no fucking clue where I was or where I was going.

      I was just running. I was pretty sure I had the castle to my back—there were spires and giant trees in the distance that I assumed to be the city we’d been in—and I was doing everything I could to put as much distance between myself and the city as was possible.

      The guards would be after me as soon as they could mobilize. Would they be able to teleport after me? Could they trace where my teleport had taken me?

      I hoped not, but there was no crossing it off as a possibility, so I had to do everything I could to make sure it wouldn’t matter.

      Which meant running like hell was on my heels.

      I snorted at the thought. I’d had hell on my heels before, and I didn’t remember being this frightened for my life when I’d been down there. Then again, I’d mostly been worried about what was happening to Mal when that had been going on.

      This time, I didn’t have anyone but myself to worry about, there were no distractions. In some ways, that was worse. When I had something else to focus on, I was able to work more clearly.

      But now, it was just the fact that if I didn’t get far enough away, then Summer guards were going to snatch me and execute me as a murderer.

      There wasn’t going to be any proving my innocence, not now. Not after I’d run—that was as clear an admission of guilt as they likely needed, and I’d handed it to them on a silver platter.

      I had to run until I was safe, and then I needed to find a bridge back to Earth. They couldn’t touch me there, right? Or at least, Diego would be able to help. Weylyn…

      My heart broke thinking about Weylyn. This would have been so much easier if he was here, and I deeply regretted leaving him behind. But it would have been a clear offense to bring my familiar to the ball, an indication that I didn’t trust my hosts to keep me safe.

      Which obviously I shouldn’t have, but that was neither here nor there at this point. All I could do was move forward.

      I stumbled through the woods as I ran for what felt like an eternity, pushing the limits of my exhausted body, until I tripped and fell. My ankle screamed in pain, and I took a second to pull myself together.

      I had to be far enough away now so as to be able to take care of myself for just a second, right? I just needed a moment to sit and think.

      Nodding to myself, I shifted my weight until I was sitting with my back leaning against a tree. Yeah, I could think for now.

      There was an eerie sort of silence to the air—it didn’t feel natural—and the longer I sat in it, the more uncomfortable I grew.

      This place was not for me. How many times did my soul have to tell me that before I listened? I needed to get out of here.

      “Help!”

      A tiny little voice called in the distance, jerking me to an upright position as I was on high alert. For a moment I thought I was under attack and looked around to see who or what it was.

      But nothing appeared.

      “Help!”

      That same tiny voice came again, a clear plea for help this time. I had enough of my own problems, to tell the truth, but I was never one to turn away from a person in need of assistance. That just wasn’t the way I handled things.

      I pulled myself to my feet, swaying a little, and headed in the direction the voice had come from.

      “Hello? Who’s there?” I called.

      “Oh, please, help!”

      Okay, there was definitely someone out there who needed me. I set my jaw in a firm line and picked my way through the thick underbrush of the forest until I came to a very small clearing.

      In the middle of the clearing was a wood sprite. She was small—smaller than a child—with green hair that flowed around her as if she was underwater. Her skin was a light green as well, and her features were alien and pointed.

      She was stuck in what looked like a hunting trap, the teeth cruelly closed over her leg.

      “Oh gods, what happened to you?” I asked as I rushed to her side to inspect the trap.

      As soon as I touched it, I recoiled in pain.

      “It’s steel,” she whispered.

      Steel. What did I know about steel? Why was that important? Oh! Steel was poison to Fae. Of course. It had never been something I’d needed to really know about—I didn’t deal with the Fae very much—but I remembered learning about that.

      “It must have some sort of poison coated on it for an extra dose,” I muttered to myself, since it had burned me. “We’ll have to be careful getting this off.”

      “But you can get it off?” She sounded hopeful.

      “Yeah, I think so. Give me one second,” I said.

      I hovered both hands over the top of the trap, reaching inside myself with a deep breath. The well of my magic felt low, as if it was just about drained, but I knew there was at least a little left in it that I could muster to take off this trap.

      I would stop for the night soon, anyway. It was worth it to save the poor, helpless creature. After the day I’d had, I really wanted to be able to help someone.

      The effort required to push the spell out of me once I uttered the incantation was huge, but it flowed out my fingers and into the trap all the same.

      A moment later it sprang open, and I rocked back on my heels, taking a deep breath. The little sprite sprang free, a look of pure joy on her face.

      “You did it! You freed me!”

      “Well, of course. I wasn’t going to let you suffer.”

      A dark look colored her previously cheerful features.

      “You fool,” she said, and launched herself at me.
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      Fuck me five ways from Sunday.

      All I wanted was to help someone, to do some bit of good on a terrible day, and look what I got for my efforts. A sprite on my shoulder biting into the flesh of my neck like some sort of a cute and creepy vampire. For a moment, the oddness and shiftiness of the situation hit me, and I couldn’t quite absorb what was happening.

      And then I realized this little bitch might be about to kill me.

      I let loose a shout and grabbed her by the hair, yanking her back from me and throwing her away. She slapped against a tree and dropped to the ground, then was back up a second later and glaring at me.

      “Stop it,” she said, pouting.

      “What?” I gaped at her, shocked that she was acting like a petulant child denied dessert.

      Which, I realized, might be exactly what she was. I didn’t know anything about her species.

      “You let me go, that means you’re my sacrifice!” She stomped her foot. “You have to submit so I can eat you.”

      “Hell, no,” I said, taking a step back. “I am not your sacrifice. Is that why you were chained up—you kept eating people when you shouldn’t have been?”

      She huffed. “That is neither here nor there. You signed a contract by setting me free. You owe me the nourishment of your soul.”

      I laughed at that. A full belly laugh, the kind where you have to hold your sides to keep you from falling apart. The idiot didn’t know what she was asking for.

      “I don’t have a full soul to give you,” I said when I could speak at last, wiping a tear from my eye. “A demon took part of it from me.”

      She looked horrified, then enraged. “You have cheated me!”

      Apparently, that was all she needed to know to put negotiations at an end. She ran at me once more, flying through the air at the last second.

      I spun to avoid her attack, but she got a hold of my long hair—damn it, it was normally up so that this wouldn’t happen—and yanked me to the ground. She held a small, dark blade against my throat. It didn’t look like it was made out of metal. Perhaps a dark glass? It was beautiful but terrifying.

      “Hey, now, this isn’t necessary…” I said, taking a shallow breath so as not to disturb the knife. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “You will be destroyed for failing your contract,” she said, simply, although she didn’t sound happy about it. I guessed she would have preferred eating me to just killing me.

      The blade pressed closer to my skin, slicing into the first layer there, and I sucked in a sharp breath of pain. Okay, I had to figure a way out of this.

      Brute force wasn’t going to do much for me right now. She had a knife to my throat, and any sudden movements would likely lead to her stabbing the shit out of me. I didn’t want to deal with that, mostly because I didn’t think I would be able to find medical help in time when I was all the way out here.

      Idiot, I couldn’t believe I’d fallen for her trapped innocent act. I should have known better. I should have minded my own business.

      An odd sort of peace took hold of me at that moment—this feeling that everything would be okay. Power bubbled inside of me, not from the well I was accustomed to and not from my tattered soul but from…elsewhere within me. My head began to pound.

      “Courvra,” I whispered the word, tasting it on my tongue, as if I had all the time in the world and wasn’t worried about dying a moment from now.

      Ice exploded out of every inch of me, covering me in armor and throwing the glass blade far away. It just happened all at once, so shocking that I didn’t quite realize what had happened at first.

      And then I was just lying there, in silence, covered by ice. The sprite wasn’t saying anything, and I wondered if she’d been touched by the ice, or if she’d run away. I couldn’t feel her hand in my hair anymore; and the way she’d held me against the ground, I wasn’t able to see her face at all.

      I waited another beat, maybe two, to ascertain that nothing new was about to happen. When there was still naught more but silence, I let out a long and low breath as I thought about the feeling of complete and utter warmth.

      The ice melted around me until I could sit up again.

      The sprite was dead. She lay on her side just near where my head had been a moment ago, several spears of ice sticking out of her body.

      A pang of regret raced through me. She wasn’t a bad person, not really. I didn’t know if she deserved to die. She’d only been following her basic survival instincts, after all, only been doing what her species dictated her to do.

      It wasn’t fair, but this had been a clear-cut case of kill or be killed. I hadn’t had a choice in the matter, unfortunately.

      I buried her body and moved on, looking for a place where I could safely make camp for the night. It was getting dark, and I didn’t want to become even more lost by wandering around in the dark.

      And I was exhausted. Like, really exhausted. I was struggling to walk in a straight line now. After teleporting, and opening the trap, and fighting her off, it was all just becoming too much for me today. It shouldn’t have been. I should have been able to keep up with this much magic use.

      But things were different now that I was missing a piece of my soul. I got tired more easily now.

      At last, I found a place to make camp for the night and settled in. I didn’t have a sleeping bag or a pillow or anything, just the torn and tattered dress on my back, but the comfy spot of grass by a mossy log looked good enough.

      As soon as I put my head down, my fatigue consumed me.

      I fell asleep.
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      The world was warm and cozy and happy. My eyes were closed because I was curled up in bed, but I could feel the fire burning in the fireplace not too far away, and I knew that everything was good. So good.

      “Are you going to sleep all day?”

      I rolled over to grin at the man in bed beside me—Mal. He was shirtless, deliciously so, and I allowed myself a good minute of just enjoying the sight of him. He was a well-built man, with abs for days, and his darkly tanned skin tempted me to run my tongue over the planes of his chest.

      Ugh, how was he so good-looking?

      Wait, why was I in bed with Mal?

      Suspicion entered my mind, and I looked up at him with narrowed eyes.

      “What’s going on here?”

      “Hm?” His voice was lazy as he reached up to stroke my hair. It felt good to have him run his hands through my hair, and I leaned into his touch. “What are you talking about?”

      “Why are we in bed together?”

      “I assume because we live together and have done this every day for quite a while now,” he said, frowning. “What’s wrong?”

      Oh.

      Oh.

      This was a dream, I realized, and felt the internal tug of the dream for me to fall back into it and enjoy it. If it hadn’t been a real dream, if I’d been dream walking, then Mal would have come to his senses and realized where we were by now. This wasn’t Mal manipulating a situation for us to be together, this was just…a nice, innocent dream.

      ‘Innocent.’

      “Come here,” he murmured, his voice dark and husky. He put a finger under my chin and tilted my head up so that I was looking at him, then slowly lowered his face to mine.

      I moaned the moment his lips touched mine. The taste of cinnamon and spice clung to him, just as it had the first time we’d kissed, and ignited a fire inside of me. I needed him so much, needed to feel myself close to him, needed to feel his hands on me.

      My body eagerly agreed with this idea, and I pressed closer to him so that my breasts—barely covered by an old t-shirt—pressed against his naked chest.

      He made an appreciative noise and wrapped his strong arm around me, holding me securely against him as he deepened the kiss.

      His tongue darted out, and my lips parted immediately to give him access, no second thoughts required. Our tongues danced with one another, tasting one another, teasing both of us with the thoughts of how our bodies would follow the actions of our tongues soon enough.

      It felt like we kissed forever, but at last, one of us pulled away. I couldn’t remember which of us it had been, my brain being hazy with lust and need now.

      I needed Mal so much.

      “You’re wearing too many clothes,” Mal said, arching an eyebrow as he looked down at my shirt.

      I blushed and sat up a little so that I could grab the hem of the shirt and pull it over my head. When I could see again, Mal was staring at me with awe in his eyes.

      “You’re perfect,” he whispered, looking up to meet my gaze. There was so much sincerity in his eyes that I couldn’t have doubted for a single moment he meant it. “Absolutely perfect.”

      “Hush, I am not,” I said on reflex, not knowing how to accept a compliment.

      He got up on his knees and pulled me against him, flattening my chest against his and causing my heart to race.

      “Listen to me. You are perfect. I love every inch of you,” he said.

      My breath caught in my throat. “Oh.”

      He began to lower his head again, clearly intent on stealing another kiss, and I closed my eyes in anticipation. Kissing him was the best thing in the world. What would come next?

      I wanted to find out.

      And then I heard the sound of horns.
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      I jerked to a sitting position from where I’d been awkwardly curled up against the moss-covered log, looking around wildly to see what had pulled me from my sleep. I was still bleary eyed and more than a little confused—shit, did I just have a wet dream about Mal?—but I knew that I needed to focus now.

      That point was driven home by what I saw standing around me as soon as my eyes were able to focus.

      A shrouded man sat astride a horse, with hounds at his feet. He looked intimidating, like the harbinger of death. Or some sort of violence. A hunter, at the very least, and he didn’t look like a friendly one.

      He had several armed men and women surrounding him—surrounding me.

      I was fucked. So fucked. I couldn’t help but groan aloud at the situation, at how much it all sucked. I’d just gotten through the fight with the sprite, and now I had a horde of angry Fae here to kill me. They didn’t look like the Summer guards, though, so at least I had that going for me.

      Maybe I would be able to talk my way out of some of this situation.

      “Um, hi,” I said, standing up and dusting off my dress as best I could. It looked terrible by this point. There was no making me look presentable.

      But the shrouded man did not speak, and neither did his armed guards. Instead, he flicked a glance at the guard closest to him, and then gestured to me and nodded. No words were necessary, apparently, because the guard immediately stepped to me and gripped my upper arm.

      “Hey!” I pulled against him but couldn’t get free. “Don’t touch me.”

      He grunted, but said nothing, and started dragging me towards the shrouded man. Terror gripped my stomach. What was going to happen next?

      I was going to have to fight, I realized. And quickly realized that I couldn’t. I’d slept, all right, but my magic hadn’t rejuvenated all the way overnight, especially considering I hadn’t been asleep for very long.

      I quite literally did not have the strength to fight, which meant that I was going to have to go with them and hope I’d be able to explain it once we got where we were going, assuming the shrouded man wasn’t about to kill me right now.

      He looked me up and down, nodded, and wheeled his horse around.

      I stared at him in surprise, wondering what had just been decided, but thought better of asking. They hadn’t responded to anything else I’d said so far, so talking wasn’t going to help right now. Hopefully, there would be time for talking, because I didn’t think I could convince them of my innocence through charades.

      Innocence of what, though? Why were they taking me?

      I had plenty of time to think about it, considering I was being dragged behind the horse, with all the guards around me. But even though I dedicated my brain to it the whole walk there, I came up with nothing by the time we reached what I assumed to be our destination.

      An encampment.

      There were tents and such stretched up all over the place, with a central fire pit, and it looked like a few pens for animals, as well as some other small things. Your basic nomadic encampment.

      These were Wylde Fae, I realized with a start. They hadn’t given me that I-have-to-get-away feeling that I’d had at the Summer ball, which was surprising but now made some sense. I hadn’t gotten that feeling when I’d been around the Wylde Fae last time.

      “Do I get to know why I’m here now?” I asked the guard gripping my arm.

      He jerked my arm to get me to be quiet, but I wasn’t in the mood to go quietly anymore. I wanted to know what I was here for and why they weren’t letting me go and what was going to happen to me. I started to struggle against my captor, trying to pull away from him, and this did not go over well at all.

      He clapped me over the side of my head and pulled out a knife—made of the same black glass that the sprite had—which he immediately put to my throat.

      Joy of all joys. I was trapped by this again.

      He led me by knifepoint to one of the bigger, central tents, then stopped in front of it. I looked at him, confused, and he gestured for me to go in.
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      The shrouded man was already inside the tent somehow, standing over the still form of a beautiful, young woman. She was laid out on a woven rug on the dirt floor, her hair cascading around her shoulders. Her hair was a muted forest green, and her skin was an interesting tint of yellow. She was Fae, obviously, and looked to be one of the Wylde Fae as well.

      Why was she on the rug? She didn’t appear to be sleeping, but when I took a breath in, I did not smell death in the room.

      “You have been chosen,” the shrouded man said as he took a seat by the far side of the tent. There were a few wooden chairs in the tent and a desk. This was an encampment that moved frequently, but not so frequently as to mean that they couldn’t bring creature comforts with them.

      “Chosen?” I asked, frowning. “I’m not chosen for anything, and that’s beside the point. You’ve just kidnapped me. Shouldn’t I at least get to know your name?”

      He bowed his head. “Of course. My name is Ishtar, and I am the leader of the people you see here. We are Wylde Fae, owing allegiance to no court, following no leader but the ones we elect.”

      “Oh, well, that sounds good,” I said, bobbing my head and looking awkwardly around the tent. I didn’t know if I should sit or not, so I remained standing. “What, um, what am I doing here?”

      “I must tell you of Gria in order to explain that,” he said, gesturing to the woman on the ground. “This is she. She is one of my people, a treasured member of the community. I have never heard an ill word spoken against her before, and still no one speaks ill of her, but she has fallen into a deep slumber that she can’t awake from. I do not believe that this slumber is natural. I believe it is the work of a spell someone has enacted on her. We cannot free her from it, but you…in you, I see a power. A power that could help us.”

      Well, this guy was all kinds of off-his-bases right now. I didn’t have the power to help anyone, as evidenced by my total lack of ability to help myself. The one person I’d tried to help had tried to kill me, and I’d had to kill them, and so, it was all just a huge mess, and I didn’t think he had his wires the right way around.

      “I can’t help you,” I said, shrugging. “Sorry. It’s a real shame what’s happened to her, and I really do feel for Gria, but there’s nothing I can do to pull her out of her sleep. And I’ve kind of got enough stuff on my plate right now; I don’t really have time to add something on top of it.”

      He stood up, striking an intimidating figure in the small tent.

      “You will help, Blair Sheach.”

      “Um, what now?”

      “Yes, I know your name. I know who you are and what you do, and I call upon you for aid.”

      Shit, that sounded really serious. I felt a compulsion inside of me to agree, a need to give in to the official call that he had put forth, but inside, I was fighting against it. I didn’t like when things were outside of my control, and this didn’t feel very controlled to me.

      “Furthermore, you are bound to help. You were trespassing, an interloper in my territory, and I should have killed you for that the moment I found you. But I gave you mercy, and I am continuing to give you mercy.”

      “How so?” I asked, growing irritated.

      “I am giving you the opportunity to win back your life.”

      Double fuck.
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      A rock and a hard place is a difficult position to be in, but I didn’t even really have options. I was just being shoved up against a rock and told to climb over it, no other options offered. I couldn’t walk away from Gria and go back to trying to figure out how to get out of my Summer Fae situation, because this great and powerful leader was threatening to kill me if I didn’t get Gria back.

      Okay, maybe he didn’t say it exactly like that, but he might as well have. He said that I had to win back my life, which meant that it wasn’t currently mine.

      When he explained the whole trespasser and killing thing, though, it made sense. In his eyes, he’d claimed my life already, and if I wanted to get the rights to it back, I was going to have to do something in service to him. And he had chosen this next to impossible task for that.

      I now knelt in front of Gria on the floor of the tent, right by her head. In fact, I was kneeling so that the top of her head was at my knees, and I could bend over to see her face.

      “You will awaken her now,” he said with a curt nod.

      I glanced at him, frowning. “It doesn’t work like that. I can’t just rip a spell off a person. That’s dangerous and could do some lasting harm. It might even kill her, depending on how deep the spell goes.”

      Damn, I sounded like some kind of healer. I really should get Diego to teach me more healing spells for when I was out in the field; they would be useful. Maybe some rejuvenation spells, too, if they existed. I needed something that would boost my energy if I was going to be living with half a soul for now.

      “Then what are you doing?”

      “I’m going to try and communicate with her,” I said. “Figure out where she is and what she’s doing there, and if she knows how she got there. If she can tell us who put the spell on her, it’ll be short work to get them to undo it.”

      “Ah.”

      He nodded and gestured for me to continue. I rolled my eyes, what a gracious overlord.

      I placed my thumb and forefinger from each hand on Gria’s temples and closed my eyes as I began to chant. The words flowed steadily from my lips, words I had learned a long time ago, though I had rarely used them. My memory was such an odd thing—it could retain information it heard once a long time ago but forget something important I’d used a thousand times in the last month. I didn’t know why that was…oh, my head hurt. I pushed the pain to the back of my mind so I could focus.

      After a few more moments of chanting, I felt the pull on my inner self. The pull to flow forward and into the body before me. I allowed it, letting go of myself, floating…

      

      I stood in a small tent, smaller than the one I’d been in with Ishtar, but it was cozy. And not cozy in the new sense of the word that realtors use—which is like, old, run down, and too tight to ever be comfortable. No, this was cozy in the original sense of the word—happy, warm, comfortable. I could see how a person would like living in a small place like this if they didn’t have a lot of things.

      I didn’t have a lot of things. Maybe I should think about downsizing.

      Wait, no, definitely, not. I wasn’t willing to move away from Aidan. Not ever.

      “Who are you?” A soft, feminine voice sounded, echoing throughout the dream world.

      I turned to see if I could find the speaker, but there was no one else in the tent. That was odd. She could see me, but I couldn’t see her?

      “You’re in danger!”

      I started towards the exit to the tent, assuming the speaker was outside, with a sense of urgency now. If there was danger, then it wasn’t just here for me. It would want Gria as well.

      As soon as I stepped outside, though, I felt another pull. Just like the pull to flow out of my body and into Gria’s so that I could communicate with her, but this was pulling me in a different direction. It felt dark, like I shouldn’t follow.

      I tried to step away from the direction it wanted me to go, but suddenly the ground beneath me wasn’t solid.

      I fell into an abyss.
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      Nowhere.

      That’s where I was, nowhere. It shouldn’t have been possible—to tell the truth, I’m not even sure it’s a real place that different people can visit—but that’s what it felt like.

      It was like standing in some sort of swamp. There was nothing but darkness and smoky fog all around me. I couldn’t see a centimeter in front of my face, and I sure as hell couldn’t see where I needed to be going.

      The tugging sensation was back but a little different this time. When it tugged on me to enter Gria, and again when I’d been at Gria’s tent, it had felt like something was pulling me to a different dimension. I hadn’t wanted to follow it the second time, but I hadn’t been given a choice in the matter.

      Now I felt like I was being led in a direction within the dimension I was already in. Common sense told me not to follow it—it was what had pulled me down into this darkness, after all—but I allowed myself a moment to focus on the tugging sensation and trying to figure out where it was coming from.

      A moment later, I identified one important thing about it that made up my mind.

      There was a clear sense of a distressed woman on the other end of the tugging. It was Gria, I was sure of it, and I wasn’t going to leave her in this darkness if I could help it.

      That’s why her voice echoed; that’s why she wasn’t there.

      Comprehension dawned on me. I’d tried to go and see Gria, but she hadn’t been where she was supposed to be, inside of her own mind. She was still connected to it, at least somewhat, otherwise she wouldn’t have been able to warn me, but she was trapped there just as much as I was.

      Crap. I had to get her out of there.

      Without waiting to second-guess the decision, I headed into the darkness and smoke, following the tugging sensation inside of me. It was much fainter than it had been a moment before, almost as if it was losing the connection to Gria, and I began to worry. What if I lost the thread before I was able to find her?

      No, I couldn’t worry about that. I had to stay on target, had to keep following the thread, otherwise there was no hope for either of us. I suspected, for some reason, that after I found Gria, I would be in a better position to get myself out of Nowhere as well.

      I walked and walked and walked, stumbling over nothingness and blinded by the darkness, but I kept walking all the same. Eventually, the darkness started to let up—or my eyes adjusted—and I was able to see a bit of the way ahead of me. Just enough so as not to be tripping over myself constantly.

      “Is someone there?” A small girl’s voice came from nearby at my right. She sounded terrified and confused, and my heart leapt at the horrible thought that there was a girl lost in here. She didn’t belong in Nowhere. This was, from the myths I’d heard, a purgatory for all the horrible things that had once been in the world. Some of them were human, some were Fae, some were vampires, it went on and on. But they were always the worst of all creations, and that’s why they were put here.

      A little girl didn’t belong here, for certain.

      “I’m here,” I called out, looking around and taking a step to my right as I tried to find her. “Keep talking so I can find you.”

      “Okay…” She sucked in a wavering breath. “Have you come to help me?”

      I hesitated. The last time I’d come to the aid of a small, innocent-looking thing it hadn’t ended well for me. The sprite had made me jaded. But I couldn’t allow that to stop me from helping a hurt little girl. She needed me, she needed help, and I wasn’t going to turn away from her just because there was a chance of failure.

      If I was the kind of person who could do that, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.

      I turned again and saw her silhouette in the darkness. I took a few more small steps towards her and was finally able to see her.

      She was a scrawny little thing—she didn’t look like she’d been fed recently—with dirty brown hair and light blue eyes. Not a Fae, that was a certainty that I had when I looked at her.

      Oh, good. I was about done with Fae tricking me into doing things. This was just a little girl who needed help, who needed protection from the monsters that ran around this world.

      “Hi,” I said, kneeling in front of her. “My name’s Blair. You’re not supposed to be here, are you?”

      Her lower lip trembled as she shook her head. “I don’t know where I am. I miss my momma.”

      “Oh, honey,” I whispered and held my arms open for her.

      She came into my arms eagerly, wrapping hers around my neck while I held her close, doing everything I could to comfort her. I could feel the innocence inside of her, the distress, and I knew that I had to help her.

      She wasn’t my target—I could still feel the faint tug to find Gria—but I wasn’t going to leave the little girl.

      “We’re going to get the both of us out of here,” I said.

      “Can you carry me?” she asked softly.

      “Of course, sweetie,” I said.

      I stood up, hefting her up onto my hip, and started to follow the tugging again. The darkness got a little easier to see in once more, and I realized that we were in something of a swamp. It was absolutely depressing to look at—everything was black, from the gross-looking water to the trees snaking out of it to the fragile dirt that separated pools of water.

      I was going to have to be careful navigating my way through this. Somehow I knew that something really bad would happen if I stepped in one of the pools of water, and I knew I had just been lucky not to have that happen already when I was stumbling around blind.

      Now that I could see it, though, it felt so much harder to get through. I now knew exactly where the danger was, and I knew that one wrong step would bring me into that danger.

      I held tight to the little girl, not willing to let her slip even a centimeter closer to the muck and water. I started off, walking carefully on the mud and avoiding getting close to the water’s edge.

      Every time I got close to the water, I felt a dark call coming from inside the puddles. Not the same as the tugging, but like…like it was begging me to come and take a look at it. I had the horrifying thought that if it wasn’t for this little girl, if I didn’t have her to worry about, I might have given in and looked in the water just to sate my curiosity.

      That was something I really needed to work on if I wanted to up my chances for survival in the real world.

      At long last, we made it to the end of the swamp and started to see dry land up ahead. It was all still black, dark, and hidden in smoke, but it was dry land, and I was overjoyed to reach it.

      I placed the little girl down on the dry land as soon as we got to it and beamed down at her.

      “There! We’re through the hard part, now we can keep going to the end. Do you think you can walk for this part? I’m sorry, I’m not as strong as I used to be,” I said, lamenting the fact that I spoke the truth. Walking long distances today had been hard enough on my fatigue, but carrying her had really pushed it into the danger zone.

      She looked up at me with big eyes and nodded. “I can handle it from here.”

      I startled. She sounded oddly grown up when she said that just then, and…and what was happening to her face? Wait, why was she growing?

      In shock and horror, I watched the sweet little girl transform into a monstrous banshee.
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      Pain, so much pain. All I could think about was pain.

      The banshee was screaming above me, and it was shattering the inside of my mind, driving me to insanity. Anything would be better than this; death would be better than this.

      Through the haze of pain, I vaguely thought that if I just crawled back into the swamp, I could sink into one of the pools and die, and at the very least, this pain would be gone. All the pain, all the exhaustion, it would be gone. I could find peace.

      It was tempting. More tempting than the idea had ever been before, but gods above and below, there was so much pain.

      I clenched my head in my hands, rocking back and forth, with my teeth clenched as I tried to push back the pain the banshee was enforcing in my mind. There had to be a way out of this, something that I could do to get the bitch to stop screaming.

      But I couldn’t seem to think long enough to come up with anything. I guessed that was rather the point of all the screaming.

      What did I know about banshees? I couldn’t remember. Couldn’t focus to remember.

      More pain erupted as my arm felt like it was lit on fire. I looked down to see three vibrant slash marks on my upper arm, and they weren’t bleeding like you would have expected. They were oozing something dark and brown and hideous.

      And the more time passed since the cut, the more it hurt. Another slash to my thigh this time, inciting a burning pain there that couldn’t be ignored.

      My body was burning, I was burning, I was going to die…oh gods, this was it for me. I was going to die in so much pain and agony.

      No!

      Around the stabbing pain of the screaming, there was a dull ache at the back of my mind, and it felt like the protest came from that corner of it—the abrupt refusal to give in and accept what was clearly coming for me.

      I didn’t have the time or energy to be surprised. I didn’t even have that to pay attention to the refusal. I was still considering the fact that this was the end for me.

      Then everything happened too fast, all at once, or not at all. It was hard to tell, hard to keep track.

      Power roared out of me with more force than I had experienced before, ripping out of every inch of my body. It was like I had turned into an atomic bomb, and it was cold, so fucking cold. I thought I was going to turn into a brick of ice if it kept going for much longer, but it turned out I didn’t have to think about it.

      The force kept pushing through me, and I faded into blackness.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke in the same place I’d fallen asleep but none the wiser. Everything hurt, every inch of me was in pain, and I didn’t know how to deal with it. What were my normal coping tactics? How did I usually handle this? I knew that I had a method to this madness, but I couldn’t…couldn’t remember…couldn’t think through all of the pain.

      It was my arm and thigh that hurt the worst of all—they were screaming murder at me even as I just lay there in the muck—but the rest of me was protesting fairly loudly as well. My back ached, my head was pounding, my legs hurt so much. It was like I’d been hit by fifty huge trucks all at once and now I was surely going to die.

      I didn’t go through all of that just to die now.

      I surprised myself with that thought, with the flicker of fire within my soul, the indication that I wasn’t beaten yet. And hell yeah, I had a good point there. Because I was remembering now—remembering getting my ass kicked by a banshee—and I definitely didn’t survive all of that just to die on the ground, in the muck, with nothing to be proud of.

      So, I had to get up, then. Yeah. That should be easy enough, right? Babies could sit up if they were old enough. I could definitely do what a baby could do.

      But it was harder than I’d expected to lift myself into a sitting position, my body protesting every time I moved. With a few deep breaths, I managed to haul myself halfway upright and looked around me.

      The dark world around me was empty, with the swamp just a few steps away from me. There was no one around and no landmarks to be seen, all save for the carcass on the ground next to me—the remains of the giant banshee that had attacked me, now blown all but to bits.

      My stomach rebelled at the sight of the body, but I forced the bile back down my throat. Once I was sure I wasn’t going to puke everywhere, I started compartmentalizing my pain. All my life I’d been good at doing exactly this. And yeah, I’d forgotten how to do it just a few minutes ago, but the pain was becoming manageable enough to think again.

      I sorted through the pain, assigning it a section of the vault in my mind and then slamming and locking the door on it. It was not like the pain just disappeared, don’t get me wrong, but I pushed it so far back that it wouldn’t be able to distract me while I was doing my actual important shit.

      Good.

      Now that I wasn’t in unimaginable pain, I was able to stand. My upper arm and my thigh were still burning miserably—apparently the compartmentalization didn’t work so well on banshee cuts—and I could feel that they were still bleeding. Well, as much as you could describe it as bleeding. I looked down at the cuts again, and my stomach rebelled once more. They were disgusting. Oozing that dark brown gunk that made me wonder what was inside of me.

      Poison, without a doubt, but what kind of poison? And would I be able to get out of here before it really set in?

      There was only one way to find out.
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        * * *

      

      After what felt like an eternity of wandering through the darkness, following the little tugging sensation in my mind, I came across what looked like a sacred grove.

      A flashback of a memory gripped me for a moment, of when I’d been transported through time to save a village from the dullahan, and how I’d been taken to a sacred grove in a very similar fashion that time. I wondered if they were related at all.

      I shook the thoughts away and stepped into the grove, amazed at how different things were here than they were in the rest of the darkness. Trees—green trees!—grew here and there was a river and…and in the center of the grove there was a brilliant light. It was so bright that I couldn’t see what was beyond it, but the tugging sensation began to get stronger and stronger.

      It was practically yanking me towards the light.

      I had to be close to Gria, I realized. That was what the tugging was leading me towards, and it wanted me to go into the light, wanted it very badly. That had to mean that Gria was in the light inside this grove. Relief washed over me at that realization. This was almost over.

      Hesitantly, I walked through the grove, rejoicing at the feeling of calm it gave me after having been out in the tense and terrifying darkness, and stepped into the light.

      For a moment, I was blind. It was kind of like when I’d been pulled into the darkness, only this time everything was so bright and white that I couldn’t make heads or tails of where I was. And this time, the light faded after a few minutes rather than sticking around for an eternity.

      I found myself still in the grove, just on the other side of the night, and kneeling right in front of me was a woman who appeared to be attempting to coax a flower into blooming.

      She was a Fae.
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      “Oh!” The woman—I assumed she was Gria—was surprised when she looked up at me. I was willing to hazard a guess that she didn’t get a lot of visitors here.

      Which was sad. No one should be locked into a prison, all alone, for eternity. And I suspected that eternity was what Gria was looking at in here, if it was indeed a spell that someone had put on her.

      “Hey,” I said, trying to look cheerful. In truth, I probably looked no better than I felt—I was limping badly when I walked, I could feel the blood in my hair, I could feel the dark brown gunk oozing out of my arm and thigh, and I knew my dress was ripped to shreds.

      I looked like hell, but that wasn’t news for me. No matter what, I always ended up looking like hell. It came with the job description.

      “I’m assuming you’re Gria?” I prompted when she didn’t say anything. “My name’s Blair. Your, um, leader sent me to come and get you.”

      Her eyes widened and her eyebrows raised, but her eyes were filled with worry rather than hope.

      “I am Gria,” she said simply, bowing her head now. “But there is no hope for you to save me.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say it quite like that,” I said. “Do you mind if I sit down?”

      “Of course, of course. You must be very tired. You look like you have lived through the worst that Nowhere has to offer.”

      “You can say that again,” I said, groaning a little as I sat down on the soft ground. Oh gods, it felt so good to sit and not worry that something was going to attack me in the next five seconds. I lived my life on that kind of high alert, but here in this grove, I could feel that it wasn’t necessary.

      This was a safe place. Not just because people had promised to make it a safe place, but because magic guarded it. I suspected it was Gria’s magic that was doing this and was awed at how powerful she had to be to create peace in Nowhere.

      “Why do you think there’s no hope for me to get you out of here?” I asked. “I know it’s probably not going to happen right this second—your leader wants me to pull you out right now, but I figured I would need to talk to you and get some facts first—but it should definitely be a possibility.”

      She sighed. “A possibility, perhaps, but not a very realistic one. I am trapped here, for eternity. There is only one person who can set me free, and I doubt that he will ever do that.”

      “Who trapped you here?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, frowning. “If I did…well, there would be nothing I could do about it anyway, but I would assuredly tell you who he is. I woke up here one day, just after I’d fallen asleep in my own bed. I have no idea who would want to put me in such a horrible place as this, but I can imagine that if they wanted me here that badly, there would be no convincing them to bring me back out.”

      I chewed on the inside of my lip, not wanting to admit that she had a point. If someone had put her in here, they would want her to stay here.

      “And you have no way of knowing who it might be who trapped you here?” I asked, knowing that I’d asked her once before, and yet not ready to give up on the possibility. Maybe if she just thought about it a little more…

      “No,” she said, shaking her head sadly. “I have no idea who could hate me this much. I’m sorry. I wish so desperately I could tell you so that I could be freed.”

      “Hm.” I frowned as I thought about it. It was definitely a difficult situation we’d found ourselves in, but I didn’t know that it was inherently doomed. There had to be a way out of it. “Okay, so no idea who got you in here. But it sounds like if we were able to figure that out, then you know a way out of here?”

      She looked thoughtful. “Well, yes, technically. But how will you discover him?”

      “I have a lot of experience with finding out shit like this,” I said, wincing when I saw the expression on her face after I cursed.

      Whoops, I should really work on my dirty mouth.

      “That’s fantastic,” she murmured. “Yes, if you can figure out who it is…” She appeared to deflate. “But no, you would still need him to perform the spell to let me out of here, and I doubt you can do that. The only other option would be his death, but I would not ask you to kill someone to let me free. I would not be able to live with such a decision.”

      She had her morals and stuck by them, I had to give her that. I, personally, would probably be all right with killing whoever trapped me in a place like Nowhere. It wasn’t a harmless prank; it was a sentence worse than death. Eternal suffering. In my opinion, it was fair to exact the same price from them, so just killing them would be mercy in its own right.

      “Okay, I won’t kill him,” I grumbled. “Unless he attacks me or someone else, in which case I cannot promise I won’t kill him. I won’t stand for that kind of behavior.”

      She inclined her head. “I understand and respect that.”

      “So…Hm. I’ve got to figure out who put the spell on you, but to do that, I need to get out of here.” I took a look around, but just as there’d been no way out when I’d arrived in Nowhere, there was no special exit here in the sacred grove.

      She looked at me with a soft smile and reached out a finger to touch my forehead.

      The world began to spin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      My body jerked violently at the moment my soul re-entered its physical form. I was disoriented for several seconds, not entirely aware of where I was, but I had all the memories of what had just happened. I’d been in Nowhere.

      I shuddered at the thought. Nowhere was a place you could not escape from. It was a prison for all the terrible creatures that once roamed the world—not a place anyone would voluntarily go to, and not a place with a way out, for all that anyone knew.

      And yet here I was, lying down on the floor by Gria’s sleeping body, no longer in Nowhere. I remembered her touching my forehead just before the world had spun and I’d found myself back in my body, and lay there in bewilderment at what she’d done.

      No one could do something like that. No one could just push another soul out of Nowhere. She had to be a very powerful Fae in order to do something that big, or maybe it was possible because I didn’t technically belong in Nowhere. There was a way things were done to send a person to Nowhere, and Gria had allegedly been sent there the same way as everything else. Maybe she was able to get me out but couldn’t get herself out because of that.

      My heart hurt to think of such a gentle and kind woman being trapped in that world. It wasn’t fair.

      “Are you injured?” Ishtar’s voice brought me back to the moment at hand, reminding me that I didn’t have time to simmer in my thoughts.

      “No,” I said, dusting off my legs and standing up. I looked down at my tattered, grimy dress and wished, not for the first time, that I’d had something more appropriate to wear.

      Ishtar’s eyes followed mine, and he grunted. “If you accept the mission, we will provide you with food, shelter, and clothing while you are here.”

      That sounded heavenly, only I didn’t want to stick around to enjoy it. I wanted to get back to Earth so I could ask Diego for help getting out of my case with the Summer Fae.

      All right, maybe I wanted to stay just a little bit. I wasn’t a cold person, and hearing Gria’s plight and meeting her had moved me. She didn’t deserve to be there, and I wanted to get her out. But could I spare the time?

      “I’d like to help Gria,” I said, looking down at her sleeping form. “But I have a truth to tell you.”

      His face became even more serious. “Go on.”

      “I am being hunted by the Summer Fae. There was a ball, and someone died, and they’ve blamed it on me. I didn’t do it—I don’t know if you’ll believe me on that, but I didn’t—but I ran away when the guards came for me, so that definitely makes me look guilty. I don’t think I can stay and help you with this if I’m supposed to be on the run from them, and it would probably cause problems for you if they tracked me to you.”

      He did not look pleased at all by this admission and took a seat. He stroked two fingers over his beard, mulling over what I had told him. I wished I knew what he had been thinking about all of it, since he looked to be thinking very deeply, but all I could do was wait for him to come to a decision and inform me of it.

      After several long moments, he nodded to himself and sighed.

      “We will assist you with the Summer Fae in exchange for your help with Gria,” he said at last. “I will put a glamour on you so that you can go back to the kingdom and investigate what has happened to Gria. She was one of our traders and did a lot of business there, so it is likely that someone will know something.”

      “Wait, how are you going to be able to help me?”

      “I will be able to grant you immunity once you have completed my task.”

      I gaped at him, shocked that he had the ability to do that. But I guessed when it came to the Wylde Fae, they were independent sovereigns in their own rights. They could negotiate with the Queens of Summer and Winter without problem, unlike the rest of us. If he could get me off the charges…yes, that was the best option.

      “Sending me back into the Summer kingdom is a big risk,” I said as I thought about it. “There’s a good chance someone will recognize me and then arrest me.”

      He nodded. “There is always a risk to the things that we do, but it is the only true option before you. If you decline, you will not need to worry about their guards, as you will be executed here.”

      Right. How could I forget about that tiny little detail?

      I forced a bright smile to my lips. “Then I accept your generous offer.”
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      Long pants are the joy of the universe, and I will fight anyone who says otherwise. After I had accepted the offer from Ishtar, I was taken to another tent where a woman dressed me in the clothing of their people. I now wore a long, loose tunic—it was a dark, autumn yellow—and dark green leggings, with leather boots. My hair was up in a tight braid, tied with a cord of leather. I was also freshly washed, for which I was eternally thankful.

      As if that wasn’t enough generosity on their part, though, they had also seen fit to heal the wounds inflicted on me in Nowhere. Yeah, those things had carried with me to my physical form. I’d been so shocked by everything that had happened, that when I woke up in my body, I hadn’t noticed the wounds until someone had pointed them out while they were dressing me. Their abilities to heal were beyond any that I’d ever heard of, and part of me wanted to ask if they could heal souls, too, but I decided to withhold the information on my missing a part of my soul.

      I really was surprised by how much they’d been willing to do for me, although I reminded myself that it wasn’t all true generosity. They were doing all this so that I would help Gria, not because they wanted to help me.

      Now I walked back into Ishtar’s tent, feeling more like myself and actually ready to get down to work.

      “All right, you said you’re going to glamour me?” I asked immediately.

      His head jerked up when I spoke, and he frowned. “You should not walk in without an invitation or announcement.”

      “Oh, that’s my bad,” I said. “I’ll remember in the future.”

      “See that you do,” he said, and looked down again at the scroll he was studying. “Yes, I will put a glamour on you so that you can walk around the kingdom without worry. You must come back quickly, though, as you likely will not understand a great deal of what you see and hear. If you come back quickly, then we will be able to discuss it together. I will also be reaching out to other Wylde to see what they may know about this. And then, perhaps, you will be ready to save Gria.”

      I hoped so, but I wasn’t as sure as him that it would all go as smoothly as that. Still, there was no point in poking holes in his plan right now, when the start of it was the right course of action.

      “Let’s get to business, then.”

      He put the scroll down and stepped towards me, one hand raised.
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      The small city abutting the capitol of the Summer kingdom was beautiful in its own right, even if it wasn’t as glamorous as the capitol. It, too, was built of trees—or rather, designed with trees that had houses sung out of them. I still couldn’t believe that was something that happened.

      I walked through the streets, a specific target in mind, looking nothing at all like myself. My hair was now a dull purple and hung far past my shoulders. My face was softer and round rather than my usual sharp angles, and I was much, much shorter than I normally was. I also had a great deal more going on in the curves department.

      This was all a part of the glamour that Ishtar had put on me, disguising me so that no one would recognize me and call for the guards. That would put a big—giant—hole in our plans. And would probably end with me dying in a Fae prison, if I was entirely honest with myself. Call me crazy, but that wasn’t something I wanted to experience. I was more of the type who would rather stay alive.

      I walked on the sidewalks, which were raised above the streets as the Fae rode horses there. No one gave me an odd look or second glance. Deep breath in, slow breath out. No one had recognized me yet, and if all went to plan, no one ever would.

      Ishtar had given me a list of people to question, people who had been close to Gria at some point or another. Most of them were just people she’d made trades with, but apparently, some of them had actually grown close to her. They were her regulars and enjoyed speaking with her.

      That didn’t make me feel like I was doing much for the investigation, though. If they loved talking to her and looked forward to seeing her, then why would they put her in Nowhere? It didn’t make sense. There had to be someone else who had done this, but I didn’t know where to start—didn’t even know if I should be starting in the Summer kingdom—so I was just going to follow Ishtar’s plan.

      Speaking of which, his directions written on the scroll led me to a tavern off the main drag of the city. As I stepped inside, I saw that it was dimly lit, with magical lights decorating the walls and ceiling. There were quite a few people in the tavern, but that didn’t seem so unusual as it was rather late in the afternoon, edging into the evening. I didn’t have a picture of the person I was looking for—Alik was his name—but I figured that context clues would help me find him. Supposedly this was around the time that he frequented the tavern. Surely someone would say his name at some point, and I would be able to talk to him.

      The need of talking to him made me a little nervous. I’d never been good with people, as social situations scared the crap out of me, and I preferred to either stick to myself or to the people I already knew, but the situation called for suspect questioning and that was what I was going to do. No matter how anxious it made me.

      I made my way to the bar and took a seat at the counter. After a moment, a busty bartender made her way over to me. She flicked her bright red hair over her shoulder and flashed her violet eyes at me.

      With a lilting accent, she spoke. “What can I do you for today, miss?”

      “I’m not entirely sure, to be honest,” I said, leaning forward to rest my arms on the counter. “I’m new to the city and haven’t usually been much of a drinker, but I wanted to get to know the city a bit, and I heard your tavern is the best place to do that.”

      Not all of that was true, but some of it was. Enough that I could say it without my head hurting, but I still felt that sense of wrongness as the words left my mouth. Why had lying always been so difficult for me? Ugh.

      “Well, welcome to Haxi!” she said, naming the city. “We’re always happy to have newcomers. You aren’t a Winter Fae, are you?” Her eyes narrowed at that question.

      “No, actually, I don’t belong to a court,” I said, which was the honest truth.

      She grinned. “Well, that’s no problem. We get tons of Wylde in here all the time, and they’re always welcome in my tavern. So, you’re looking for a drink suggestion then?”

      I didn’t correct her when she assumed that because I wasn’t a part of a court, I had to be a Wylde Fae. It wasn’t a lie, because I hadn’t said it myself; I’d only allowed her to draw her own conclusions on the topic.

      “Yes, a drink suggestion would be lovely,” I said. “I’m hopeless at picking drinks.”

      She took a step back and looked me up and down, tapping her manicured finger against her chin. She started humming softly, and a weird tingling went up and down my spine.

      “Hey!” I jerked back, realizing she was probably working a spell for me. I did not want that—it might reveal my glamour.

      “Oh, settle down,” she said, waving a hand idly. “I’m only looking into your favorite tastes. I’m not looking at anything else. I swear it.”

      I settled down a little uneasy but didn’t see a way I could tell her not to do that without blowing my cover anyway. I was just going to have to hope that the glamour didn’t do anything with my favorite-drinks list, otherwise she would see what was going on.

      “Aha!” She clapped her hands. “I know just the thing for you. Just a moment, dear. I’ll get that right up.”

      She disappeared then, leaving me sitting at the counter with no one to talk to. I’d thought I’d been doing a pretty good job at keeping up with conversation with her, although that was doubtful, considering she was a bartender and it was her actual job to come up with conversation, but now that I was sitting on my own, I felt the full weight of how awkward I was.

      There was no one to talk to, not that I really wanted to talk to someone. I was too on edge about potentially losing my cover and worrying about what I was going to say to the suspect. Something. I had to figure out something.

      Ishtar had, thankfully, also given me a list of things to ask the suspects about. But a lot of it didn’t make sense to me, and I didn’t want to hold up the scroll and read off the list while I talked to the suspect. I’d done my best to memorize them on the way to the city, but I was doubtful.

      My memory hadn’t been the best of late. All my life, I’d lived with ‘small’ migraines—little but consistent pains in the back of my head every now and then. They didn’t happen in any kind of pattern, and they weren’t usually debilitating. Only, they’d gotten a lot worse lately. Maybe it had something to do with losing a piece of my soul, I didn’t know, but a side effect of the increased headaches was that my memory had gone to shit.

      It didn’t matter, though. The questions had to be asked one way or the other, and I was just going to have to remember them to the best of my ability.

      “Did you hear, Danar?”

      It wasn’t the voice behind me that caught my attention so much as the name of the person the owner of the voice was speaking to.

      That was one of my suspects. I sat up a little straighter and tuned into the conversation as best I could, not wanting to miss a thing.

      I also needed to formulate an idea as to how I was going to approach Danar, but that could wait at least a minute.

      “Yeah, there’s some human girl running around. They don’t know if she’s in the capitol still or not. Could be anywhere,” Danar said. “I heard about it from Kari.”

      “You don’t think she’s dangerous, do you?”

      “No, don’t be ridiculous.”

      “But they said she killed a man,” the first speaker said, his voice rising slightly, which was better for me because it made it easier to hear. “I’d be afraid of a human girl capable of killing one of us.”

      “I’m not,” Danar said. “I could take some puny human girl.”

      I snorted at that, chuckling internally at the thought of this guy being able to put me down. He didn’t know the first thing I was capable of. I was not your average, ordinary human girl.

      “Here we are!” The bartender reappeared, a drink in hand. “You let me know how you like this, okay, dear?”

      I thanked her for the drink and paid her with the money Ishtar had given me—a small allowance to ensure I would be able to make it through the city to complete my tasks. She left me alone with the drink.

      I took a sip of it and tried to hide the face it made me make. It wasn’t a very good drink, in my opinion, but it was something at least. I needed to be careful, though. I didn’t want to end up drunk when I was on a mission, and I didn’t know how strong the drinks were here. At least, I didn’t have to worry about the rules regarding accepting drinks in Air Na Nog. When something was paid for, the debt was considered null and void, and there was no concern about being forced to stay.

      After a few more sips and a bit more of listening to Danar and his friend talk about me, I swiveled around on the bar seat to get a look at the guy.

      He was sitting down, but he looked to be a tall, gangly fellow. The kind of guy who could decidedly not win a fight, no matter how big he liked to talk. His hair was a light green, the color of summer grass, and it was cut short.

      Just then, he looked up and our eyes caught. I looked away hurriedly, embarrassed to have been caught staring. I doubted that he would put two and two together about me. Likely as not, he would think I liked him and that’s why I’d been staring. Whatever, I could let him think that.

      “Hey.”

      I looked up again and saw Danar beside me.

      “Hello,” I said, smiling at him.

      “Caught you looking at me,” he said, grinning. “I thought I’d come over and say hello.”

      “That’s sweet of you.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m a sweet guy.”

      Something in his eyes told me that wasn’t true, but I wasn’t going to call him on it. That wasn’t what I was here for, and it could ruin the opportunity of getting him to talk to me.

      “I actually know you through a mutual friend,” I said. “I was hoping to ask you some questions about her, if that’s okay.”

      “A mutual friend?” He frowned, clear disappointment in his eyes now. “And here I thought you were interested in me.”

      I gave him a sympathetic smile. “I’m afraid I’m spoken for.”

      “I’m very good at sharing.”

      I choked on my drink and blushed furiously. Why did that keep coming up?

      “Anyway, about Gria—”

      “Gria?” He snapped to attention. “Is she okay? I haven’t seen her around lately. It isn’t like her.”

      “She’s been at the camp for a while,” I said, dodging the truth. “I’m sure she’ll be back around soon.”

      Which I was…I was going to do everything I could to get her out of Nowhere. I had no intentions of leaving her in there. Especially not after she was so kind as to get me out of there.

      “What did you want to ask me about her?” he asked, taking a seat next to me by the bar.

      “Do you know anyone who would have a grudge against her?”

      He frowned. “No, of course not. Everyone loved Gria. She was a sweetheart and did a lot for the community. Even though she’s Wylde, everyone wanted her to come around. She was allowed in the parts of Haxi that are usually Summer only.”

      That was interesting. It made me think that perhaps the person we were looking for wasn’t a Summer Fae at all but rather a jealous member of the Wylde Fae. Someone who didn’t like Gria getting special treatment, someone who would have wanted the same access as her.

      “And she hasn’t gotten into an argument with someone recently?”

      “No…” He appeared to think about it for a moment. “No, not that I can recall.”

      I opened my mouth to ask the next question when I felt something ripple around me. Danar stared at me with wide eyes and an open mouth. Clearly, whatever ripple I just felt was something other people could experience as well.

      Wait…

      I looked down at myself in horror. My glamour was gone. It had worn off somehow, even though Ishtar had told me I would have a lot longer with it.

      “Guards!” Danar shouted, running to the door. “Guards! The human is in here!”

      Shit.
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      I always was a good runner, but I was damned sick of needing to rely on that skill. As soon as Danar had opened his big, fat mouth, I made a beeline for the kitchens, where I was sure a back exit would be available. There was a bit of a commotion, but I made it through the door before any guards could come inside.

      There was no telling how long it would take for them to catch up to me. Had they been nearby and heard Danar immediately, or did he have to run through the city trying to find them? I didn’t know, and I wasn’t about to stick around to find out.

      Looking in one direction and then the other, I took off down the small alley that the kitchen door had spat me out into, desperately hoping to find a hiding place. The alley curved, and unfortunately, brought me out and back onto the main road. I skidded to a halt for a moment to get my bearings and found more bad news waiting for me.

      Five guards poured out of the bar I had just been in, looking right at me. So, they’d been close by to hear Danar’s screams. What was more, they’d known that the alley I’d run into was just going to bring me back out to the front and hadn’t even had to worry about following me.

      “Halt!” one of them shouted as the lot of them marched towards me. “You are under arrest, by the order of the Queen of Summer.”

      “Uh…” I looked over my shoulder, trying to see if there was somewhere I could run away to fairly quickly. Damn it all to hell and back again. There was nothing that I could see. The Main Street went on for a while, and there were no alleys to dart off into. Not that I thought it would do me any good; the first alley hadn’t exactly been my friend. “How about no?”

      They balked for a second, clearly surprised by what I’d said. I guessed they weren’t used to hearing snark. Perhaps Fae didn’t talk like that, ever. That was interesting. I had always thought of snark and sarcasm as being the cornerstone of every language, the first thing that develops, really. People are ridiculous, after all, and come up with the dumbest things before they come up with anything useful!

      “You will submit to the authority of the Queen’s Guard, or you will die,” the head guard said, pulling a sword from its scabbard at his waist.

      Shit, shit, and triple shit. This was going to be bad, and I was about to get into a fight.

      Right now, would have been a great time to have my staff on me, but I hadn’t been allowed to bring that into the realm. Raven had said that it would be offensive to the Fae, so I had done as they’d said. Right now, I was really regretting that.

      At the very least, I had my tattoos, my wind chain on one wrist and the leather cuff on the other.

      “I’m not going to submit to anyone,” I said, holding my chin high. “That just isn’t in my style, sorry.”

      That was apparently all that needed to be said on the matter, which did kind of make sense. Most guards aren’t interested in the banter, although I always thought it was one of the fun parts.

      The fighting was fun, too, albeit it was much more fun when I was firing on all cylinders. As it was, I knew I was going to have to rely on my foci to get me through this fight. My soul was hurting too much for me to be able to fight well on my own, which was humiliating. I’d prided myself on my ability to fight so well, and now…now I was weak.

      I didn’t have much longer to think on that, though, as the five guards closed the distance between us.

      “Ventus!” I shouted before they could get any closer to me, throwing out my hand and letting the chain hang a little loose. A vortex of wind slammed out of my hand—energy that I had stored over and over again for a long time so that I’d be able to rely on it—and knocked three of the guards down to the ground.

      Crowd control, I could do that, I thought to myself. If I could just keep some of them down long enough for me to deal with the others, I might stand a chance at getting through this.

      The head guard had just reached me and swung his sword in a wide arc, the bastard aiming right for my head. I guessed he wasn’t kidding about the whole ‘submit or die’ thing. He was going to kill me, no attempts at bringing me in alive.

      Well, in their eyes I was a dangerous murderer. They probably didn’t want to take any chances that I would kill someone.

      As it was, I was trying to avoid that as well.

      I ducked to the side, forcing myself to move as quickly as I possibly could. I was dragging a little bit already, my body slower than it was supposed to be, and as I turned around to face the guard again, I caught the full force of his blade on my right thigh.

      A grunt was all I gave him for his trouble, clenching my teeth and refusing to give voice to the scream building inside of me. Gods, but that hurt so badly. I could feel blood oozing out of the wound already and knew that I needed to hurry up with this.

      If I didn’t, there was a good chance the wound would weaken me to the point that they’d be able to…well, not take me in but kill me.

      The other guard who didn’t get knocked over came up on my right side, and I unleashed the wind on him as well, knocking him back several paces and forcing him to hit the ground a little harder than was necessary.

      Don’t kill them. You can’t kill them; that will just cement your death sentence.

      Right. I had to stay on top of that. It was hard because I had trained so long in fighting to the death, not to incapacitation. And it wasn’t really fair, was it? They were trying to kill me. Why did I have to be the mature one?

      I ran to the side, away from them, straight at the wall of one of the buildings. I was sluggish but moving faster than the guard who was wearing full armor. I jumped as high as I could towards the wall, kicking off it with the leg that bore the tattoo of strength on my ankle, activating it as I did so.

      Force rushed through me, bringing superhuman strength to my leg, and propelling me back through the air. I maintained that strength in my leg as I flew towards the guard, kicking him in the head as hard as I could. His head snapped back with a sickening sound, and he hit the ground.

      For a moment, I doubted what to do next. Four of the other guards were on the ground from my wind chain, and the head guard was down from the sharp kick to his head. But was he dead? I hated it, but I had to waste a moment to check his pulse.

      I breathed a sigh of relief—he was alive. I wasn’t going to get executed for this offense, at least.

      One of the guards I’d knocked down first began to stir, and I knew I was running out of time. Couldn’t waste any more of it.

      I turned and ran as fast as I could, relying on the tattoo again to give me a little extra oomph. I’d run track in high school, and I was the best on the field. It had gotten to the point that I’d had to lose on purpose just to avoid suspicions of cheating. But even all of that training and natural skill couldn’t overcome the missing piece of my soul, so I had to rely on the tattoo to get me the hell out of dodge.

      As soon as I saw an alley after getting off the main road and away from the big crowds, I darted down it. I didn’t even care if it was going to end up a dead end, like the kitchen alley had, because I wasn’t trying to get out of the city right now. No way in hell, there would be guards crawling all over the exits, and I wasn’t going to risk running into more of them.

      I came to a corner of the alley—it did go further; it wasn’t a dead end—and stopped to breathe at last. I bent over with my hands on my knees and took a few very deep breaths, pulling much needed air into my lungs.

      Okay, everything was okay. I was alive, and the guards hadn’t caught up to me yet, but I wasn’t entirely safe. Still, things were better than they’d been just five minutes ago.

      Once my breathing had evened out some, I took a seat in the corner of the alley behind some boxes and began to focus on my breathing again. I wasn’t seeking to even it out this time, though, but rather to reach a point where I would be able to tap into the limited amount of magic I still had inside of me.

      The well was there, just as it always had been, just a little depleted, a little hard to get to. Still, I took hold of the magic inside of me and pulled it up from the well to flood it through my entire body.

      “Abscondum,” I murmured as quietly as I could, not daring to speak too loudly.

      I felt the magic wash over my body, filling every inch of me. It was a cloaking spell. Not a very strong one, of course, but it would be just enough to keep me safe. I wasn’t invisible, but rather when people looked at me, their gaze would slide to the side, and they wouldn’t want to look back at me—it was a spell to make people avoid me, essentially.

      That would allow me to get out of the city once things had calmed down a bit and the guards weren’t running around like their heads had just been cut off.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t have any options other than to sit and wait for a bit. I had to wait for things to calm down before I could get out, and being patient had never been one of my strong suits.

      I guessed I would have to learn that today.
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      Night had fallen by the time I decided it was safe to leave my alley. For hours, it had been my refuge, hiding me from the guards. Once, a guard had come down the alley, but he hadn’t even bothered to look behind the boxes. Perhaps because of my spell, or perhaps because he was just lazy. Either way, he didn’t see me, and I remained hidden in that spot the rest of the time.

      Now, though, I suspected things were as calm as they were going to be over the next few days, and I couldn’t wait out here any longer. I definitely wasn’t going to be able to keep my cloaking spell up for several days. I doubted it would even last more than a few extra hours.

      I had to get out of here if I wanted to live.

      Slowly, I stood from behind the boxes, my legs protesting the movement. I hadn’t really moved much at all since I’d sat down behind the boxes, only flexing my legs now and then to keep them from cramping up. Still, they’d all but fallen asleep, and I stumbled as I stood, fighting to keep my balance.

      It took a moment of shaking out my legs, but I was able to get feeling back into them. Good, that was good. I could start moving now.

      I doublechecked that my cloaking spell was still in place—it was—and started out of the alley. I walked at a normal pace, not hurrying, even though that was all I wanted to do. It was hard, but I didn’t want to draw attention to myself any more than was absolutely necessary, and now that I looked like myself again, that was going to be hard. The spell would hold, but if someone actually saw something weird about me and tried to focus on me, they might be able to figure out at least that a spell was being worked, and then they would probably investigate.

      Couldn’t risk that. So, I walked as slowly as everyone around me did, moving through the city as if I was on my way home for the night, making my way towards the back exit of the city. I figured that the front exit would be more heavily guarded, maybe they would expect me to try and go out that way.

      It shouldn’t matter if everything went according to plan.

      But as I was walking through one of the neighborhoods, I realized that I was close to one of the suspects’ houses. Ishtar had given me directions to some of their houses, for the ones who didn’t reliably visit other locations, and I remembered the turns I was taking from those directions. If I was right, this suspect was only a few blocks away.

      It was a hard decision. I knew that I needed to get out of the city as fast as possible, but I hadn’t gotten any information on this trip. I’d gotten to talk to one suspect, and he had seemed to genuinely like Gria and hadn’t heard anything about her having a bad interaction with a single person, which was minorly infuriating. Everyone had fights now and then, how was it that Gria was beloved by everyone she interacted with? It didn’t add up to me. There had to be something that I was missing.

      Maybe the next suspect would be able to give me the information I was missing. Only, I wouldn’t be able to ask them any of the questions Ishtar had asked me, since I’d lost my glamour and didn’t have the magical energy necessary to put one back in place. Glamours were a very difficult magic even at full strength. They were generally something that only Fae did, because they took so much power.

      I would have to be careful, but I might be able to learn something. I had to take the chance, I decided. Ishtar would be upset if I came back to him with nothing, and I didn’t want to find out what would happen then.

      So, I turned down the next road that led to the suspect’s house rather than to the exit of the city. I hoped it wouldn’t bite me in the ass.
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        * * *

      

      The suspect’s house was rather cute, to tell the truth. It was a small cottage in the middle of imposing houses and had a warm and welcoming vibe to it. Not the kind of house you would expect someone who put a dark spell on a woman to live, which was discouraging.

      Appearances can be deceiving, though, and I wasn’t going to give up just because he had a nice house. I snuck around to the back of the house and got close to one of the windows, being careful not to get so close as to be visible to someone looking on from the inside.

      Even though it was a potentially reckless decision, even though I might need it later and regret it, I decided to use some of my magic. It was the only way to be able to listen in on the house—if there was even anybody inside—without getting so close as to reveal myself.

      “Audite,” I whispered so quietly that it was practically just a vibration on my lips.

      My ears perked up, tuning into every sound in the nearby vicinity. I could hear animals crawling on the ground all around me and conversations from several blocks away, and it took a minute to narrow my focus in on the house. Magic was always rather unpredictable like that, but I was used to having to fight with it a little bit to get it to do what I wanted, and this was a spell I had practiced several times.

      At last, I was able to hear inside the house. I could hear the crackling of a fire and footsteps going downstairs. But there was no second floor to the house, which meant that the man had a basement in there. I edged closer to the building, kneeling and pressing my ear against the foundation of the house. It was hard to hear through thick materials like buildings, especially if they were underground, and especially if the person had wards up, but I was able to make it work.

      Wards were kind of a specialty of mine, after all.

      “You don’t understand,” Ilan—the suspect—said.

      Who was he talking to? Why was he starting a conversation off like that?

      “I understand full and well that you are having doubts.”

      That voice I didn’t know, but I knew what it was. A demon. I would recognize the booming quality—though they weren’t always loud—of their voices, a vibration that was inherent to the way they spoke. I’d just spent a handful of months in hell, after all. I would be disappointed in myself if I wasn’t able to identify a demon after that.

      Well, what the hell? A Fae working with a demon? That was something you didn’t hear about every day. Actually, that was something you never heard about. Fae and demons were like water and fire; they didn’t get along well at all. Even that was an understatement.

      I’d never heard of a Fae working with a demon, not in any of the magical history books Diego had made me read. I would have to ask him about these two the next time I saw him, just in case.

      Tears pricked at my eyes as a thought entered my mind. What if I didn’t get out of here? What if I didn’t see Diego again? He was my teacher, but he’d come to be a friend as well. And getting stuck here would mean never seeing any of the others again.

      I had to find out who had sent Gria to Nowhere so that Ishtar could convince the Summer court that it wasn’t me who had killed their person. I had to be able to get home.

      “I don’t know if it was the right decision to make,” Ilan said. “Perhaps I was too hasty in my actions. Perhaps…”

      “You got what you wanted, did you not? And no one was hurt, not truly.”

      Hm. Gria had definitely been hurt. Maybe this was just a coincidence—this Fae dealing with a demon.

      “You’re right, there was no harm to anyone else,” he said. “I should remember that.”

      Just then I felt my magic start to waver. It became harder to hear, but I also felt shimmer going through my body. Since it was my magic working the cloaking spell, I could actually tell that it was still working, but at the same time, it was giving me a warning that it would be gone soon.

      I had to beat it out of here now if I wanted to make it out of the city. Which sucked, because I was really interested in finding out what was going on in the house.

      With a sigh, I forced myself to back away from the house and turned to head towards the city’s exit.
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      Getting out of the city proved to be relatively easy. By the time I had left Ilan’s house and made it to the gates, the guards were all but gone from the city streets. In fact, there appeared to be no more out than had originally been patrolling when I’d made it into Haxi.

      That was good. It meant that they were going to look elsewhere for me, and Haxi was the only city that I would need to come back to. While Gria had traded with many different cities, Haxi was the one she had most recently been visiting, and it was unlikely that someone far away would have enacted the spell. It was a powerful and difficult act to send someone to Nowhere, and they would have needed to be somewhat close to her.

      I sighed as I walked through the wilds towards the Wylde encampment where I was to meet Ishtar and his people again. A part of me, a small part, had thought about leaving and trying to find another bridge back to Earth.

      It was a tempting decision. Diego or The Order might be able to get me out of my predicament. But I promised to help the Fae, and I always lived up to my promises. Furthermore, Gria was in very real danger, and I wasn’t going to leave her to suffer.

      So, instead of going out to explore on my own and try to find a bridge, I walked back in the direction of the encampment, stewing in my thoughts.

      I needed to find out what was going on with the demon. It didn’t seem connected to Gria, not really, because both the demon and Ilan had said that no one was hurt in whatever it was that he was having doubts about. Gria had been hurt; she’d been sent to Nowhere, damn it. That wasn’t something you ever recovered from.

      Even now, I could feel the haunting memories of having been there, threatening to rip at my sanity. And I had only been there for a little while, not even a full day by the Fae’s manner of counting time. Which didn’t actually mean a lot to me, because I didn’t know how to compare the Fae’s counting of time to the way we counted time on Earth, but still I didn’t think I’d been gone very long.

      That short amount of time had still scarred my psyche. Gria had been there much longer than me already, and every second that ticked by was just adding more to her sentence, further damaging her psyche. Yes, she had the sacred grove to hide in, but how much longer would she be able to hold that magic keeping it in place? Eventually, she was going to have to face the horrors of Nowhere, and that was going to break her, I thought.

      From everything that I’d been able to learn about her, she was a sweet, kind woman, not the kind of person who could truly survive in a place as dark and terrible as that.

      I worried about her, worried that she wouldn’t make it long enough for me to get her out of there. Especially since it felt like I had wasted a whole day. I’d gotten no useful information. Sure, the demon thing was strange and probably bore looking into, but it didn’t seem relevant to Gria’s case. It sounded like a weird situation where a Fae had made a deal with a demon, which was concerning but not entirely my business. Humans made deals with demons all the time; it wasn’t like this was the most uncommon thing in the world to happen.

      Yes, it happening with a Fae was abnormal, but…

      Face it, you have no idea what to do about any of this.

      I cringed at the honest thought, but it was the truth. I didn’t know what to do and where to start, and the whole situation was beginning to feel hopeless. How was I supposed to break Gria out of Nowhere when I didn’t know the first thing about the place? I’d only heard about it in one of the myths in one of Diego’s books. I hadn’t even been sure that the place existed.

      My thoughts kept swirling around in my head as I trudged through the wilderness. At least, I didn’t have to worry about getting lost. Ishtar had given me a stone that he’d enchanted so that it would get warm when I was headed in the right direction. Anytime it lost its heat, I would just turn in a circle until it told me I was headed in the right direction, and then I would go that way.

      Not the most sophisticated magic, but it was good enough for me.

      As I walked, my thoughts took another turn, to the possibilities of failure. Of not seeing Emily ever again. Tears welled at the edges of my eyes. Emily and I hadn’t been in a great place when I left for the Fae ball, and I didn’t want to leave things like that. I didn’t want the last words we ever said to one another to be full of tension and to be a fight about how I felt about Mal.

      It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair that I could lose everything I cared about just because the Fae were prejudiced, thinking that a human was the only one who would have murdered someone. I hadn’t done it, but someone had.

      What if Ishtar couldn’t negotiate my pardon?

      It occurred to me that I should be investigating the murder that had gotten me in so much trouble myself to prove who had done the actual killing so that I could clear my mind. This should have been the first thing I’d thought of, I realized, but life had been kind of busy since the whole murder had happened.

      First, I’d been on the run immediately, with no time to think to myself, then I’d been attacked, then Ishtar had taken me, then the trip to Nowhere, then over to Haxi…yeah, it had been action-packed two days, and I hadn’t had a moment to consider what to do about the murder.

      But it had happened, and no one was trying to solve the case. They were all so focused on the idea that I had done it that they weren’t trying to explore any other avenues, they were just trying to catch me. Whoever had died—and I hadn’t stuck around long enough to find out who it was—they deserved to have their murderer caught. Everyone should have that justice in death, at least.

      And as an added bonus, my name would be cleared, and I’d be able to go back to Earth without any issues, and probably would still be allowed back in Tir Na Nog. If Ishtar negotiated a pardon for me, it was likely that I would never be allowed back in.

      Raven had said that I could use allies over here, although they hadn’t said what for, and I had blown that wide open. Perhaps it was still salvageable, though. I wasn’t a social person, and trying to make allies at a ball was probably the worst idea for me, but this kind of thing I was good at.

      If I could prove to them that I wasn’t a murderer, that would be good, but even more, I could prove that I was a capable mage with skill and attention that they lacked. That would make them want to ally with me, wouldn’t it? Much better than just making small talk at a ball.

      I nodded to myself, feeling a little better, having made that decision. It meant that I was more in control of the situation than I had been by leaving it up to Ishtar, and I hated not having control of my life. Now, I was in charge of finding a way out.

      That didn’t mean that I was going to stop looking for a way to get Gria out, though. I figured that I could do both at the same time, since I wasn’t willing to leave her in there.

      “This is good. It’s good,” I murmured aloud to myself, feeling better every second that I thought about it.

      Then I tripped, like the fucking idiot that I was, landing flat on my stomach in the grass and dirt. At least, there weren’t any sharp rocks around, or I might have gashed myself wide open, which would have sucked, considering I was already bleeding from the sword cut, and limping.

      Yeah, now that the adrenaline was wearing off from the fight and the fleeing, I was becoming aware of that again. It was awful, hurt a hell of a lot, and the wound wouldn’t stop bleeding. I’d had to rip off a part of my top and tie it around my thigh to get it to flow a little less so that I wasn’t leaving a trail of blood behind me.

      I pushed my hands under me and shoved myself to my feet and came face to face with a demon.
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      Demons are fucking scary, okay. Yes, I had just spent the past few months in hell, and yes, I had saved a lot of them from the taint while I’d been working on Zepar, but that didn’t make them any less scary. They had glowing eyes, every single one of them, and this one had super pale skin and jet-black hair. He was also very, very tall, and overall, just a very frightening figure.

      I backed up a few paces, trying to put some distance between myself and the demon, and at the same time, my mind was whirling, trying to figure out what was happening. Where had the demon come from? How had I not noticed him approach? Why hadn’t I even sensed him?

      Questions bounced around inside my mind, but I couldn’t find any answers to them.

      “Hello, Blair,” he said, inclining his head slightly. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you.”

      “Uh, I’m afraid I can’t say the same,” I said, backing up a little more. I was not in a position to fight, not after everything I’d been through, and I had a feeling that was going to end up being necessary. This section of the wilds was an open plain, and there was nowhere to hide. “What are you doing here?”

      “Here with you, or here in Tir Na Nog?” he asked, smiling mildly at me as if there was nothing unusual about his appearance.

      “Yes.”

      He chuckled. “I’ve heard that your wit is sharp. I’m pleased to find out that they’ve only spoken the truth about you.”

      “That isn’t an answer to my question.”

      “No, it isn’t. Very astute of you,” he said, winking at me. Like we were in on some kind of joke together, the fucking weirdo. “I am in Tir Na Nog to meet you.”

      “To meet me? That’s pretty weird. Why would you come all this way to meet me?”

      “I hear that you’re a very impressive person, and I wanted to find that out for myself. They say you cured hundreds of my brethren from the taint, and I wanted to thank you for that.”

      I narrowed my eyes. He was being so nice, but I knew it was all an act. Demons weren’t nice; they couldn’t be. The only ones that really exhibited any emotion were tainted, but this guy didn’t look like he was suffering from the taint. He was too controlled, too reasonable. Usually, they were flying off the handle at me, trying to kill everything around them as soon as I got in the room, because the taint seemed to be something sentient and had learned to recognize me.

      “Yes, well, you’re welcome. But I really have somewhere to be, so…”

      “You don’t want to have a chat?” He frowned. “But I have heard that you are very familiar with the Princes. Surely you have no problem speaking with a demon.”

      “I’m not…I mean, yeah, Mal and I are friends. And Asmodeus is pretty cool. Zepar was nice after I got him fixed up, but Bael is an asshole. I wouldn’t say that I’m friends with all of them or anything like that. I’m not overly familiar.”

      His eyes sparkled. “But you are with Malphas.”

      I gritted my teeth. I was really sick of hearing about that, to tell the truth. Why couldn’t people just accept what I said about us being friends? It was fucking bullshit.

      “Why are you really here?” I asked. “You didn’t come all the way to Tir Na Nog to meet me. You would have waited until I was back on Earth.”

      “You have me there,” he said, nodding a bit. “I didn’t come here just to meet you.”

      “Why did you come here, then?”

      “I had business here,” he said. “And I heard that you were in the neighborhood, so I came to say hello. I thought it would be beneficial to introduce myself to you so that you would know I am not a threat to you.”

      That sounded suspicious. “Why would you need to do that?”

      “You have a bit of a reputation, you know. You kill a lot of things, and you’ve fought with demons before.”

      “I’ve also saved a lot of demons.”

      “That’s true. But I didn’t want to take the chance that I would end up in the former category, considering I have done nothing wrong here. I wanted you to know that I am here so that you would not fret about me.”

      “You realize that sounds a little suspicious, don’t you?” I asked.

      “You really should learn to trust more.” He sighed. “I am merely announcing my presence so that you are not surprised by me.”

      “Were you with Ilan?” I seized on that as soon as the thought entered my mind. That was the only demon I knew about being in Tir Na Nog, and even though I didn’t recognize his voice, it was still a possibility.

      He blinked, surprised. “Well, yes. Yes, I was.”

      “What were you doing with him?”

      “I cannot give you details, unfortunately, as I must protect my clients. Confidentiality, you know. But we had made a deal, and we were discussing his doubts on whether or not it was a good deal. Buyer’s remorse, but what can you do?”

      “Demons don’t make deals with Fae, though. That’s never happened.”

      “There’s a first time for anything. Why is that so surprising? It’s a big catch for me, and I will do a lot to prove myself to my prince. He will know that I am capable of many things, and he will promote me.”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek as I thought about that. He wasn’t entirely wrong. Nabbing a big client from a species that wasn’t involved with demons before was huge. It was something that would put his name on the map. And here he was, trying to make sure that I knew about it, kind of like reporting to your boss what you’re going to do before you do it so that you don’t get questioned about it, only he was reporting it after the fact.

      Not that I was his boss. No way in hell, pun intended.

      “All right, suppose for a moment that I believe you.”

      “I would like to think that, yes.”

      “You’re really not here to hurt anyone.”

      “Of course not,” he said, looking appalled. “I am a demon, I know, but I wouldn’t risk inciting a war with the Fae just to get my name out there. There are rules that must be followed with this sort of thing.”

      Huh. That actually made a lot of sense. So, Ilan hadn’t been doing anything related to Gria, then. I had suspected as much but hadn’t been ready to really believe it. I’d wanted to think that I had at least gotten something about my mission to Haxi, but it looked like I was out of luck there.

      Damn it. I had nothing to show for my work today. Ishtar was sure to be disappointed in me. How was he going to react? What was he going to do? I really needed to get back to the camp and find out before he got pissed that I was taking so long.

      “Look, that’s all well and good, and I think you’re telling the truth, but I’ve got somewhere to be, so I need to get going.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Would you like some company?”

      “No.”

      It was rude, but he was a demon, not a Fae. I didn’t care about offending him like I did them. Mal could always beat him over the head for me if it really became necessary.

      “Is this related to your situation with the Summer Fae?”

      I blinked, surprised. “How do you know about that?”

      He laughed. “Everyone is talking about it, Blair. I was just speaking with Ilan. It is not so hard to believe that someone would mention it within my range of hearing. I know that a young human woman was here, and that allegedly, she killed one of the Summer Fae at the ball. Then I found out that you were here, and I put two and two together. There really isn’t anyone else I would suspect to be capable of this.”

      “I didn’t do it,” I said.

      “Of course you didn’t. As far as I’ve heard, the person killed didn’t do anything to you, and for all the gossip about you being a terrifying hunter, you do usually follow a code where you kill people for what you consider to be ‘a good reason’.” He huffed as if that was a ridiculous notion. “Would you like some help with your situation?”

      I was wary. “What are you saying?”

      “I am suggesting a deal, naturally. I can make this problem go away for you, and you will be able to return to Earth without any issues. My price is fair, I’m sure.”

      “Not interested, buddy,” I said. There was no chance I was going to make a deal with a demon again. I’d done that years ago with Mal, and it hadn’t worked out so well for me. Yeah, I’d survived the big fight, which was important, but I’d also almost gotten killed by The Order because of the mark the deal had left on me. Marking me as having made a deal with Mal, announcing it to the whole world. If The Order had seen that mark, all hell would have broken loose, and I would be dead right now. “I don’t make deals with demons.”

      He shrugged. “A pity. I think making a deal with you would somehow do more for my reputation than this deal with a new species will, and that is saying quite a lot. You cannot fault me for trying.”

      Now, it was my turn to laugh. “You know, I don’t fault you for trying. It’s in your nature.”

      “Yes, well, I shall not keep you any longer. I have informed you of my presence, and I hope that is enough for there to be a peace between us while we are both here. Good day, Blair.”

      And with that, he vanished into thin air. I hated that other people were able to do that and I wasn’t—it was a trick I was really going to have Diego teach me. If it was even possible, actually, which I didn’t know. It might be a species thing, but it was really annoying to have other people pop in and out and not be able to do it yourself.

      I sighed and started walking again, following the warmth of the stone. I had to get back to the camp. I’d already wasted a lot of time in the city and now again with the demon. It wasn’t going to be good for me when I got back. I could just feel it.
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        * * *

      

      After another hour of walking, I found myself in yet another forest. The terrain had changed many times, going from open plains to thick forests and then steep hills and back to plains all over again to repeat the process. It was tiring, grueling work to limp through all of it, but I thought I was making somewhat good time. At least, good time for a girl with only some of her soul and a deep cut on her thigh. Hopefully, Ishtar would take that into account when I showed up late.

      Then, I heard a sound. A cracking of twigs, the announcement that something else was in the forest with me. I glanced over my shoulder but saw nothing and looked around wildly to try and find out what was there. There was nothing that I could see, but that didn’t mean that there was nothing there.

      I wasn’t in any more of a position to fight than I had been when the demon showed up, which meant I had to get the hell out of there before things took a bad turn. Shoving some of the pain to the back of my mind, I started limping faster, trying to run as best I could.

      My breathing labored as I kept going, my thigh screaming at me to slow down or stop or something, just to give it a break, but I knew that I couldn’t. I had to keep going.

      More twigs snapped behind me, sounding closer this time. Whatever was there, it was getting closer and closer. It was going to catch up to me soon if I didn’t do something about it.

      Gritting my teeth, I decided to lean on my tattoo one more time. I didn’t want to use it all up, and I’d used it a lot today already, but I didn’t see how I had a choice. Activating the tattoo with a thought, I launched myself forward into the air so that I could run in bounds and leaps instead of limping.

      Another snap of a stick, and I was really starting to panic, leaping over logs now, going as fast as I could, pushing myself to the limits of my ability.

      The bridge came up and under me before I could even realize that it was there. I was moving so fast that I didn’t have time to think about what it was or react to it in any way. One moment I was in the forest, the next moment I was skidding to a halt on rough pavement.

      I recognized this area, I realized with a start.

      This was just outside London. And the bridge was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

    

    
      There is no place like home. That phrase had never been more true than it was the moment I trudged in the door of my beloved home, all but dragging my leg behind me at this point. It was dead weight, and I knew that I was going to have to work some magic on it just to get it mobile again.

      At least I was back, though.

      For now.

      The thought haunted me, but it was true. I wasn’t here to stay. As much as I wanted to, as safe as it felt here, and as tempting as it was to just hide from everything, I had responsibilities in Tir Na Nog.

      My name wasn’t clear from the murder, and I needed to take care of that. Further, I had to find a way to get Gria out of Nowhere. I would have to return soon—at least I knew where the bridge was, and now I could ask Raven where to go—but for the moment, I was going to take care of myself and plan a little more before I dove back into another realm.

      “Miss!”

      I had just made it to the couch and sat down when Fred came running up the stairs. He was tugging on his ears, looking more worried than I had seen him in quite some time.

      “Hey, Fred,” I said, sounding just as exhausted as I felt, even to my own ears. “What’s got you so upset?”

      “Miss, you is charged with murder!” He sounded horrified. “What is happening? I is not even knowing. Raven is come back from the ball without you and is sayings that you has run away because you is charged with murder, and they is having no ways of finding you.”

      “Oh, good. They made it out okay,” I said, more than a little relieved. I was afraid they would get held by the Queen or something, forced to stay to manipulate me to come back or to drill information out of them. I guessed they had some sort of diplomatic immunity, though. That Fae had said that Raven worked for the Winter Court, so maybe there was something to that. “Yeah, I had to run away from the ball. It was a huge mess, and then I got found by this group of Wylde Fae, and they said that I was trespassing and that legally they were allowed to kill me for that, but they wouldn’t if I helped them with a spell that was put on one of their people.”

      Fred’s eyes got wider and wider as I spoke, which was not making me feel very good about the situation. Not that I had been feeling good about it at all, but a little reassurance that everything was going to be fine would have been appreciated just now.

      “It’s going to be okay, Fred. I’m going to take care of it,” I said. “I just have to figure out who killed whoever died at the ball, and also figure out a way to save Gria. I can do it. I’ve done a lot worse before.”

      Fred did not look so easily convinced. “You is in danger, Miss. You is goings to have the Fae looking for you. They is not going to be happy that you is lost to them.”

      “I’m not lost to them,” I said. “I’m going to go back, just as soon as I get a little rest, fix up my leg, and do a little bit of research into the murder and Gria. I just want to have a plan so that I can be a little more prepared.”

      “And that is maybe enoughs for the Wylde ones, yes, but the Summer ones is not going to be happys at all. No, they is not.”

      He had a point there. The Summer Fae were going to be very displeased if they found out that I was back on Earth. Hell, they were probably already displeased that I slipped through their fingers the first…and second…time. Yeah, I had probably pissed them off all right. But there was nothing I could do about that. If I turned myself in now with no alternative person to indicate as the killer, they were just going to find me guilty and kill me. And that was even assuming there would be some sort of trial. I doubted there would, since the guards had been perfectly fine with killing me.

      Although, they had tried to get me to submit first, so maybe there was a chance.

      Still, it wasn’t a chance I was willing to take. I wanted to make sure I had my ducks in a row before I went back to Tir Na Nog.

      “I need to find a ritual, Fred. Something that can help me get some information on this murder and how to get someone out of Nowhere. Or any information on Nowhere at all—I don’t know anything about the place.”

      “Nowhere?” Fred tugged on his long ears again. “She is beings in Nowhere?”

      “Yeah. I went there when I tried to do a spell to talk to her—she’s in a coma or something—and it all kind of backfired and took me to Nowhere. It’s a bad place, Fred. I really don’t want to go back if I can help it, so I’m really hoping there’s something I can find that will allow me to pull her out of there without me going back.”

      “There is no gettings someone out of Nowhere if you is not the person who is putting her in.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, that’s what she told me. Well, then I need a ritual to help me find out more information on the murder, and to find out more information on who put her in Nowhere. Shouldn’t be too hard, right? Since they’re similar situations.”

      “You is lookings to get information, that is meaning you will has to talk to something.”

      I grimaced. “No demons.”

      I’ve had enough of demons for a long time, I thought to myself.

      Before Fred could say anything about that, though, there was a knock at the door. I froze, staring at it in horror. Was it the Summer Fae? No, they would just beat down the door if they had found me. But who would be visiting me at this hour? It was pitch black outside or had been when I’d come across the bridge outside London and made my way back home.

      “Who is it?” I whispered to Fred, afraid to go and answer the door.

      Fred concentrated for a long, tense moment and then visibly relaxed. “Is Mr. Malphas.”

      “Oh, good,” I said, breathing out a sigh of relief. That was nothing to worry about. He shouldn’t be visiting so late, but maybe he had some kind of alert system that told him I was back on Earth and he had just missed me. That was nice of him.

      I went to the door and lowered the wards, then opened it.

      Mal did not look good. He had a harried look in his eyes, his hair was askew, and so was his tie. My eyes widened in surprise.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, stepping to the side so that he could come in. “Come on in.”

      He stepped inside as soon as the invitation was issued that allowed him passage into the house and started pacing the floor of the living room.

      “I have a situation, Blair,” he said, dragging a hand through his hair and fiddling with the dark red tips. “It’s not good. I don’t know who else to turn to for help. I need you.”

      “Whoa, hold on. Let’s take a moment and breathe. Everything’s going to be okay,” I said, holding up my hands in a calming gesture.

      “No, it really isn’t.”

      “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?” I asked, limping over to the couch and taking a seat. I didn’t really have the time to listen to this, nor did I have the time to help him, but I would never send Mal away when he was in need. I was sure there was something I could figure out to help him, no matter what it is.

      He blew out a frustrated breath. “Valefor’s demons are out of control.”

      Valefor was one of his brothers, the one I always forgot about. He didn’t come to the dinners most of the time and usually stuck to himself. I didn’t really have an opinion of the guy, but it was disappointing to hear he’d lost control of his demons. That was kind of rule number one of being a good prince—you kept things under control.

      “So, why don’t you just slap all of them upside the head and get them back in line?”

      “Because, it’s all of his demons, Blair.” He looked a little manic as he explained. “Every single one of them; they’ve gone crazy. I think they might be tainted. I don’t know. They’re killing a lot—a lot even for demons—and they aren’t following the rules. They’re going back on their deals, breaking their words. They shouldn’t be able to do that, and the only reasonable explanation I can find is that they’re tainted.”

      I let out a low whistle as I absorbed the information. This was bad, absolutely bad. More tainted demons. Why was that still happening? I’d thought we’d eradicated the threat in all the lesser demons so that they wouldn’t be able to infect one another.

      “Okay. That’s bad, definitely,” I said, slowly. “But you know how to remove the taint from people. You did that for some of your demons, so you should be able to do it for Valefor’s demons, right?”

      “I would, if Emily would stop killing them,” he said through clenched teeth, his hands balling up into fists. “I have tried to talk to her numerous times over the last week, and she will not listen to me. She is killing them en masse, and there’s nothing I can do to stop her short of killing her, and of course I would never do that. But I am trying to stop a war from breaking out, and someone under my protection killing my brother’s demons is going to start a war.”

      Yeah, okay, so this was really bad. I grimaced as I tried to think of a solution to Mal’s problem, but it ran pretty deep. He needed to cure all of Valefor’s demons, but he couldn’t even start curing them because Emily was getting to them first, and Valefor would take that as an act of war.

      “Why the fuck is everything going wrong all at once,” I muttered to myself, bending forward to put my elbows on my knees, and my face in my hands. “What karma is this?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      I looked up to see the quizzical expression on Mal’s face.

      “I’m talking about all the shit on my plate,” I snapped, frustration taking hold of me before I could think better of it. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap at you. It’s just—I went to the ball with Raven, but someone got murdered, then I was accused of being a murderer, then I ran away and got caught by a troupe of Wylde Fae, and they strong-armed me into trying to save a woman from a spell someone used to put her in Nowhere. And now you’ve got demons running rogue, and just…Gods, how am I supposed to deal with all of this?”

      Mal’s expression sobered, and he came and sat down next to me, placing a hand on my back and rubbing in small circles.

      “I’m sorry, Blair, I didn’t realize you were dealing with so much. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      I thought about it, but just as much as I wanted things off my to-do list, I didn’t want to stack too much on his plate, either. He had an almost-war to deal with, and that was incredibly important. We’d just barely avoided a war with Zepar, and now Valefor was acting up…It was awful, just awful, but there didn’t seem to be anything to do except take the bull by the horns and try to get through it.

      “No,” I said. “Well, maybe. I don’t know if you have the time for it, though.”

      “We can work together on these things,” he suggested.

      “Yeah, that might work. I know you need my help, and I’m going to help you. Emily won’t listen to you no matter what you say, and we have to get her to stop putting them down just long enough to get control of the situation again, so you need me. But I need help, too.”

      “Of course you do,” he said. “You shouldn’t always try to do everything on your own.”

      I sighed, knowing that he was right. I was forever taking on more things than I could rationally deal with because someone had to do the hard work and no one else was volunteering.

      Except for now, of course. Mal was volunteering to help me, and it felt good to know that I could rely on him.

      “I’ll go talk to Emily. Could you look into Nowhere for me? See if there’s a way to track back who put someone in there. I know that the only person who can get someone out of Nowhere is the person who put them inside, but there’s got to be a way to figure out who I’m supposed to be convincing to do that.”

      “I can do that for you,” he said softly.

      I smiled at him gratefully. “Thank you.”

      I wanted to believe that everything would be okay now that Mal was getting involved, but I still had a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.
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      Emily’s cottage was the cutest, coziest house that anyone would ever see. It was beautiful stone work, with a pleasant garden out front, surrounded by a low half-wall that was made of stone matching the house. Ivy crawled up one side of the house.

      It was the kind of house that wonderful people lived in, the house that you passed on the street and knew that you would love whoever lived inside.

      I did love the person who lived inside this house. Emily was everything to me; she was more than just my girlfriend. I knew, in my heart, that she was someone I would have in my life forever. There was no walking away from Emily, and not because she was so wonderful that you felt you had to stay with her. Because she was that wonderful, and it made you want to be with her, because she cared about you, because she never made you feel like you were less than her just because you didn’t do the same things as she did.

      Emily had never once made me feel judged, even though we came from very different backgrounds. Emily had a wonderful childhood—she even lived in her childhood home—and a strong religious background. She was one of the Seven—a warrior for the Lord. Yet, I was from the foster home system, with no strong parental figures to speak of, and decidedly didn’t believe in anything.

      She accepted me as I was, for who I was, and I accepted her in the same way.

      Love. What a crazy concept. I smiled to myself as I thought about it. There was a time in my life when I would never have believed that I would be in a strong, supportive relationship with someone. Let alone with someone as amazing as Emily.

      Taking a deep breath, I knocked on her door. I was nervous about how this meeting was going to go. I hadn’t seen her since our argument at the restaurant—I’d been a little busy dodging death in Tir Na Nog—and now I was here to ask her to stop killing demons. All I wanted was to have a nice moment, maybe curl up by the fire with her and just enjoy her company, but instead this was probably going to end up being a fight.

      I resolved to do better when this was over. It felt like I kept saying that. I’d taken her on a date to try and reconnect after we got back from hell. But I felt like I could live up to it this time, maybe. Like I understood now what was at stake and didn’t want to lose it, having come so close to being trapped in Tir Na Nog forever and never getting to see her again.

      Emily answered the door after a few moments, looking as fresh-faced and beautiful as ever.

      “Blair!” She grabbed me and pulled me to her. “Come in! Thank God you’re all right.”

      I wrapped my arms around her and nestled my face in the crook of her neck, breathing in the comfort of her scent. She had been working in her garden recently, and I could smell the earth on her. It was so nice, and tears pricked at my eyes.

      I had thought I would never get to feel her in my arms again. I tightened them around her, not wanting to let go.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered into her neck. “I’m sorry that we fought like that, and I’m sorry we aren’t seeing eye to eye on the situation, and I’m sorry that I’m not a better girlfriend.”

      The words flowed out of me as the tears slipped down my cheeks, and still I could not let go of her. I didn’t care that we were standing just inside her doorway, with the door wide open. I didn’t care who saw me holding her or thought I was crazy for blubbering all over her.

      None of that mattered to me. What mattered was Emily and making sure she understood how much I cared about her.

      “Shhh. It’s all right,” Emily said, stroking my hair with one hand, and with the other pressed to my upper back. “It’s all okay, sweetheart. You’re not a bad girlfriend. Please don’t say that about yourself.”

      “But I’m not good at this,” I said. “I keep fighting with you and I don’t want to fight with you. Every time we’re apart, I just want to be curled up with you and know that everything is all right in the world. It feels that way when I’m with you.”

      “Why don’t you come in, okay? I’ll make us some tea, and we can talk about it. I’ve been so worried about you since Raven came to see me. I want to hear about what happened.”

      I winced but nodded. I really didn’t want to talk about it right now. I wanted to talk to Emily about us, and I needed to talk to her about the demons. It could wait a few minutes, though, I told myself. Emily wanted to know what had happened to me, and that was fair. As my girlfriend, she had a right to know when I was in danger, which was a lot of the time, but she still had a right to know.

      She led me inside to her living room, where she told me to take a seat, and then busied off to go make some tea. I sat on the soft couch, looking around the pristine living room decorated with all sorts of home-making things. There were pictures of Emily with her parents above the mantle, and beautiful pieces of art scattered around the room. A cross hung on one wall.

      Strangely, I didn’t find the cross discomforting. It was representative of Emily to me, and that made it good, even if I didn’t agree with the religion.

      Emily came back a moment later, with a tray that had two cups of tea and some biscuits on it. I grinned. Emily was so British sometimes. I couldn’t say a word against it, of course, since tea was something I drank every single day, sometimes multiple times a day.

      It just made me giggle a little to watch her live up to the stereotype—upsetting situation means making some tea and biscuits, and then everything will be okay. That was how we lived.

      “All right, we’ve got tea and biscuits, let’s have our chat,” Emily said, smiling gently at me as she sat down beside me. I immediately leaned over and curled up against her.

      “I’ll have my tea in a minute here,” I said. “I just want to be next to you for a moment.”

      She made a soft sound and wrapped her arm around me, and for a moment, I just soaked up the feel of being next to her. The smell of her, the sense of her.

      It took me a little while to be ready, probably longer than she expected, but at last, I sat up and picked up my tea from the tray. I tried to reassure myself that I was really just letting my tea cool, but of course, I knew better.

      “Okay, I don’t even know where to start…” I thought about it for a moment.

      “The beginning is usually a good place.”

      I laughed, then took a breath and thought about it again. Once I got my thoughts in order, I filled her in on everything that had happened in Tir Na Nog but held off on talking about Mal. I figured we could save that for after, and it was probably best not to give her too much to process at once.

      “Wow,” she said when I’d finally finished. “I’m so sorry, Blair. That’s terrible that you had to go through all of that. And you’re going back?”

      She didn’t look very happy about that, and I couldn’t blame her. It was dangerous going back, especially when there was a chance that I would be safe if I stayed on this plane of existence.

      There was no guarantee of that, though. It was equally possible that the Summer Fae would come looking for me as soon as they knew I was back on Earth. I couldn’t risk endangering my friends if that was the case; I had to go back and help those I’d left behind.

      “Yeah, I have to go back,” I said, taking a sip of the tea and making an appreciative sound as the liquid coated my tongue. It was delicious. Emily always had made a great cup of tea. “I promised that I would get Gria out of Nowhere, and I need to find out who the murderer is so I can clear my name.”

      She nodded, absorbing this information. “I’m worried that something could happen to you.”

      “I know,” I said, and didn’t know what to follow that up with.

      There was silence between us for a beat or two.

      “I’ll help you,” she said, breaking the silence. “You can’t do all of this on your own, and it’ll be easier if you have a second set of eyes looking at things.”

      My eyes welled with tears. It was the second time that someone had offered to help me. Mal last night, and now Emily today, and I had to struggle to keep my emotions in check as I dealt with the fact that I had people in my life who genuinely cared about what happened to me.

      Of course, the two of them did. It made total sense that they would care and try to help me. But that didn’t make it easier—the fact that it was logical—for me to process.

      “I don’t want to put you in danger,” I said, frowning at her. “It’s something I can probably get through. Mal offered to look into the Nowhere situation for me, so that should help things a little.”

      Emily stiffened slightly at the mention of Mal, and I mentally kicked myself for bringing him up. Things had been going well so far, and I was enjoying having a nice conversation with her, even if it was about all the things going wrong in my life.

      “What is Nowhere?” she asked, avoiding mention of Mal.

      “It’s a place where all the bad things go, that wouldn’t normally go to hell, I guess,” I said. “It’s kind of like a big, horrible prison where everyone is tortured for eternity. But it’s not just bad people who go there—hell is for humans, Nowhere is for monsters.”

      Her eyes widened. “And you were in there, with all of those things?”

      I nodded. “Remember the banshee child? That was pretty shitty.”

      “Of course,” she murmured, nodding. “I forgot about the banshee.”

      “Yeah, with everything else going on, it’s easy to forget about the little things.”

      Funny how getting attacked by a banshee could be considered a little thing, when normally, that would be the highlight of a dangerous situation for me. But now, I had everything else going on, and I couldn’t bring myself to care about the banshee that had tricked me.

      “But there’s a woman in there who doesn’t deserve to be there,” she said, frowning. “How did she get in there?”

      “Someone put her there,” I said. “I don’t know how, and I don’t know that it’s common knowledge for that kind of thing to happen, but it did. She’s in a coma in Tir Na Nog, but her soul is in Nowhere. She’s safe for now. She has some kind of magic that’s allowed her to create an oasis of sorts inside of Nowhere, where nothing can touch her. It was surrounded with this bright, brilliant light that I had to pass through in order to get to her. I think the light acts as some sort of weighing system, where it decides whether or not a thing is allowed to enter. I wasn’t a monster—yay me—so I got to go through.” I smirked at that, because calling myself a monster had always been my kind of ‘thing.’

      Apparently, I wasn’t as bad as I thought I was, if someone as beloved as Gria believed I deserved to enter the sacred grove she had created.

      “And Malphas is going to help you get her out of there,” Emily said, her lips set in a thin life after. “He would be good at that, I suppose.”

      “He has experience with those kinds of dimensions,” I said, feeling a little defensive. “I didn’t go to him. He came to me with a problem, and I told him what I was dealing with, and he offered to help with the part that he knows about.”

      She nodded but didn’t appear any more relaxed. “He came to you with a problem?”

      I narrowed my eyes. She knew exactly what I was talking about, but for some reason, she was trying to dodge it. I didn’t like the idea of having to force her to acknowledge what was happening, but I couldn’t dance around it anymore.

      “Yes. Apparently, Valefor’s demons are getting into a lot of trouble, and you’re killing them.”

      “Of course I am,” she said stiffly, clearly anticipating where I was going with this. “I have to. They’re killing people indiscriminately and breaking the laws of the Lord. I am one of the Seven, Blair, and I have a duty to uphold the code and punish the demons.”

      I sighed, tugging on a strand of my hair. I’d known that this was going to be a difficult conversation, that it would be hard to get her to back down, but I somehow hadn’t considered the fact that I was asking her to go against her moral code. That was something I’d never done to her, and I felt guilty for the fact that it was about to happen.

      But a war was about to break out in hell if I didn’t stop Emily so that Mal could get a handle of it. And wouldn’t that hurt more people than the demons were currently? I had to do something to avoid that future.

      “But Mal is trying to stop a war from breaking out,” I said.

      “I know that. He has told me that many times.”

      I winced. “Yes, well, did he tell you that if a war breaks out, more people will die than could possibly die if the demons aren’t killed for just a little bit so that he can stop them himself?”

      She thought about it for a moment. I could see the gears turning in her mind.

      “Blair, I can’t let them kill people.”

      “Incapacitate them, then. Deliver them back to Mal when you find them and let him punish them. He will, you know. He doesn’t stand for that kind of behavior—they’re breaking his code as much as they’re breaking the laws of your Lord. He’ll punish them. You just have to give him a chance to get a hold of the situation.”

      Another sigh from Emily. I could tell that she was starting to listen to me, but she didn’t like what I was saying. How did I explain to her that I didn’t like asking this of her any more than she liked hearing it from me? I didn’t want to interfere with her work as one of the Seven. I didn’t ever want to stand between her and her beliefs.

      “What if you could stop for just a little while?” I asked. “I know it’s a lot to ask, and I hate asking it of you, I really do. But if you could just stop for a few days and focus on incapacitation instead of execution, then Mal could try to fix it. We just need a little time to look into the situation and figure out what is actually going on. They might not even deserve to be killed, Emily. They could be tainted.”

      That seemed to click with something inside of her. Even though she was a paladin, she more than just put up with Mal and Lilith, although she probably wouldn’t say that out loud. She and Mal had a bit of tension between them—because of me, but also now possibly because of something else going on between them—but she was on pretty good terms with Lilith. They were both supposed to be her sworn enemies, and yet she got on with them. And Lilith had been tainted, and Emily had been there when we’d had to stop Lilith and cure her. Emily knew what it meant for a demon to be infected with the taint, and that they weren’t acting of their own volition.

      As bad as demons were, Emily had rules that governed how and when she was allowed to kill them. If they were following their own rules—only making deals with living humans, not just killing for the fun of it—then she didn’t interfere with them. If they were acting because of an infection, there was kind of a gray area that hadn’t been defined yet as to whether or not she should kill them.

      “All right, I can give you three days,” she said at last, letting out a deep breath. “I really am not sure what the right thing to do is here, but I can agree to a respite for three days while it’s looked into.”

      “Okay, that’s good. I can work with that,” I said.

      It was a little shorter of a time limit than I would have hoped for, but I could make it work. I’d told Mal that I would help him investigate what exactly was going on with the demons while he looked into the whole Nowhere business for me.

      Now, I had three days to get it done. The clock was ticking.
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      Seeing Emily was the highlight of my day—hell, the highlight of my week, all things considered. Although that really didn’t do her justice, since I’d had a shitty week and she was worth a hell of a lot more than what I’d gone through.

      Still, I really enjoyed getting to see her, and we did get to relax for a bit after agreeing to the tentative peace between Emily and the demons.

      Now I was walking the streets of London, trying to get my investigation started for Mal. My mind was flitting back to the murder that had occurred in the realm of Summer, but I knew that I couldn’t focus on that right now. Mal’s situation was far direr than that, assuming I would be able to hide from the Summer Fae while I investigated.

      I really hoped that would be the case. I knew that I should find time to talk to Diego and see if there was anything I could do to hold off the inevitable of having to face them. Whereas before I had been hoping that he would be able to get me off the hook entirely, I now just wanted to buy a little time to work on the other things on my plate.

      Not that a murderer on the loose in Tir Na Nog wasn’t important, it definitely was. I didn’t know if the murder had been a personal event or if it was the work of a serial killer, and I wanted to find out. What was surprising was that I no longer just wanted to find out so that I could clear my name. That was still incredibly important, but my inherent need to protect others had sprung forth now that I was no longer running for my life.

      It was very possible that other Fae were in danger from this murderer, and I didn’t want to leave them to his mercy. As far as I could tell from my adventure into Haxi, it seemed that they weren’t conducting their own investigation, since they had decided that I was the only reasonable suspect. Which was dumb and prejudiced of them, but that didn’t mean I should leave them to be hunted by the murderer.

      No, I needed to figure out who had done it. I needed to save those people and clear my name.

      But there was so much else that I had to do, so much that was taking priority all at the same time. The three tasks in front of me felt equally important, and I couldn’t really decide which one to work on first. Which is why I kind of picked at random and based on Emily’s timeline.

      There was no hard, written-in-stone limit on the murder, and Mal was working on Gria’s situation, which meant that the hard limit on the demons was what I needed to focus on.

      I pulled a pack of cigarettes out of my pocket, having stopped to pick them up after leaving Emily’s house, and took one out to light it. The moment I took a drag off it, I felt my body start to calm as the nicotine rushed through my system.

      I used to smoke a lot more than I did now, and I really missed it, but it bothered Emily. She said she was worried about the long-lasting health effects and my dependency on it, and rather than fight with her about it, I’d just decided it was easier to do my smoking when I wasn’t around her. And I was around her a lot, so it meant cutting down on my smoking.

      In a way, she was kind of getting me to quit. That bugged me a little—I didn’t like to be tricked into things—but I appreciated that she cared about me, and I knew it was a bad habit.

      That didn’t stop me from taking intense pleasure out of the act of smoking.

      I kept my eyes peeled as I turned a corner into a dirtier part of the city, the kind of place that tourists never visited. They kept to the cleaner, proper parts of London, but this was where the action really happened.

      I figured that I would be able to find a demon down here, and that was what I needed right now. Someone to question, to figure out why they were going haywire down in hell, to figure out what exactly was going on.

      Mal had wanted to do this, but he hadn’t been able to really spend a minute getting a hold of one of the demons since he’d been so busy dealing with the fallout that came from Emily executing all of them. I’d thought about asking him to call one up for me, or calling one up myself, but I’d decided against it.

      There was no need to announce the investigation to the residents of hell at large, and an evocation would certainly do that. No, it would be much better for me to find one out in the world and talk to them for a little bit, try to get inside their heads, without giving too much away. It would come off as casual curiosity, hopefully, and not like I was…investigating.

      Yeah, I didn’t always have the best plans, but they usually worked out for me. Sometimes. It happened, at least. A lot of the time, they backfired in my face, although I didn’t like to admit that, and couldn’t seem to learn how to prevent it from happening.

      My senses prickled at movement out of the corner of my eye, a dark figure turning down an alley. It wasn’t entirely out of the ordinary for this part of London—people went into alleys to make drug deals and the like all the time—but there was something I could feel about the person I’d seen, even if just for a second.

      Something off about them, something not entirely human.

      Excitement began to build inside of me. Maybe I had lucked out and found a demon on the first try, maybe I would be able to get this done well under the three-day time limit that Emily had given me.

      Wouldn’t that be absolutely wonderful?

      I sped up and turned down the alley myself but didn’t see anyone down there. I started to feel a little suspicious, a little voice in the back of my mind telling me that this might be a set up.

      What if something was trying to get me to come down this alley? What if something was after me? There were so many things that could be on that mission right now. It was hard to tell, but I knew that I needed to be on my guard if I wanted to make it out okay.

      Damn it, I was so sick of having to be on my guard. And I hadn’t been able to bring my staff with me. It would have looked weird to be strolling through London with a giant staff engraved with all sorts of strange, unknown runes.

      I should really figure out what those runes mean.

      The random thought popped into my head, interrupting my focus. I didn’t know the runes on my staff—they’d just kind of appeared there when I’d been creating it, and they didn’t match with any runes that were documented throughout history.

      But that was a topic for a different day, and I knew better than to get lost in that train of thought right now.

      More movement sparked at the far end of the alley where there was another turn, and I narrowed my eyes. There was definitely something, or someone, down here. But was it a human just looking for someone to jump, a demon who had found out I would be investigating them, or a Summer Fae who had come to take me back to Tir Na Nog for my execution?

      I couldn’t tell.

      But there were no other options that I saw before me. If it was just your average human mugger, then I would likely be fine in the end. I could take a lot worse things than a human, so I knew I’d be all right with that. If it was one of the other two, though…well, I was in better shape than I had been when I got home last night—thanks to a bit of extra magic from Mal—but that didn’t mean that I was back in fighting condition.

      I could probably do a little fighting, but I doubted that I could take something that was on the scale of, say, the banshee from Nowhere.

      With my hand clenched so that my fingers could reach the wind chain on my wrist, I walked forward to turn the corner, trying to be as wary as was possible.

      As soon as I turned the corner, I came face to face with a Fae.
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      “What are you doing here?” I blurted out before I could think of anything better to say. It was pretty obvious why the Fae was there, but I needed to stall. To think of a way out of this situation without having to shred my soul trying to fight him off.

      He narrowed his eyes, searching my face, with a serious frown on his face.

      “You are Blair Sheach,” he said.

      It didn’t sound like a question, more a statement of fact. Yet I felt like I was supposed to confirm that who I was, and I was very reluctant to do so. If I confirmed that I was, in fact, Blair Sheach, would that mean he had to kill me?

      There didn’t seem to be any way around the situation, though.

      “Yeah, that’s me,” I said, sounding a little defeated. “But can’t we talk for just a second first? I mean, we can have a normal conversation, can’t we?”

      “Why would I entertain a conversation with a murderer?” he asked. “I am here to bring you to the justice of the Summer Court.”

      Well, at least that was better than executing me on the spot, although I knew that was where the tentative conversation was headed. As soon as I told him that I wasn’t going to just submit and go with him, he was going to react in the exact same way that the guards in Haxi had.

      “Listen, I can’t go right now,” I said. “I have something I need to take care of on Earth first.”

      He cocked his head to the side. “I do not understand. You have committed a crime and must stand trial for your crime.”

      “Right, and I’m totally willing to do that,” I said, which wasn’t a lie. I would be willing to come back for my trial just as soon as I knew who had really killed that person at the ball. “I just need to take care of something first. You know, wrap up my last business here before I go away forever—which is not an admission of guilt, by the way. I didn’t do it. I didn’t kill anyone at the ball.”

      “That is not for you or me to decide,” he said. “I am not authorized to give you permission to conclude your business.”

      But he looked like he was thinking about it, which felt like a point in my favor. If I could just keep him talking for a few minutes, I might be able to get away.

      I’d had Mal teach me the basics of a teleportation spell last night, after I’d agreed to help him with the demon situation. It wasn’t perfect, and I didn’t know if I could pull it off, because I’d been far too exhausted to even try it yet, and it didn’t do all the things that Raven and Mal could do, but it might be able to get me to the safety of my house in a pinch.

      I just needed a second, a quick second, to be able to do the spell. If I had practiced it before, I might have been able to pull it off on the fly, but hindsight was twenty-twenty. I would just have to live with the fact that I needed to make time to do the spell, and hopefully, I would be able to keep the Fae agent talking until I could do that.

      Except that would make me look even more guilty than I already looked. I’d run from the guards twice, which didn’t look good, and a third time was likely to seal my fate. The Fae liked to do things in threes, for some reason that I didn’t quite grasp.

      I couldn’t allow them to take me in yet, though. There was just no other option in the situation.

      “But couldn’t you just delay it for a little bit?” I asked. “You can tell them that you allowed me a respite to close up business, and then if they tell you that you shouldn’t have done that, you can come back and get me. They won’t punish you for making a judgment call, will they?”

      He frowned. “I am uncertain, as this has not happened before. Your request sounds reasonable, and yet it is not the way that we do things. However, there is no law governing your ability to conclude your business on Earth before you stand trial and execution.”

      I winced at the way he said them together, as if it was already a done deal that I was going to be executed. Well, maybe it was. It certainly felt that way.

      “So, if there’s no law governing it, then you can make a judgement call,” I said.

      Motion flickered in the corner of my eye, around the corner I’d just turned down, and I startled a little. What was out there now? It was strange that this would happen to me twice in one day, and so close together, too.

      More likely as not, it was just the backup for this Summer Fae, his buddy that was keeping an eye on the situation to make sure I didn’t jump him. That was great; it meant fighting would be even harder if it was necessary.

      Although, I was starting to think that it might not be necessary to get into a fight just now. I might be able to talk my way out of it, which would be really cool. I had never been so good at the smooth-talking bit, but if I could just make it work this one time, it would be great. I was severely handicapped compared to my normal abilities, and I would take whatever respite I could get from fighting right now.

      “No,” he said, shattering my hopes. “I cannot allow you the respite, as this is a violation of the orders I was given. I was told to bring you in or destroy you if you do not come willingly. I was not instructed to give you any other opportunities.”

      Well, that was more than a little disappointing but not entirely unexpected. The Fae were all about the promises they made, and every word they spoke was a promise in and of itself. If he’d accepted an order to come and get me, or kill me, then he had to live up to the essence of that promise. I wished I could get him to understand that he would still be living up to it, just with a slight delay, but apparently, that wasn’t in the cards.

      “I would really rather not fight you,” I said, trying one last time. “I know that you were given orders, but it’s not a violation of your orders. I am absolutely, one hundred percent, going to come with you as soon as I finish this.”

      He hesitated. I could tell that he actually did agree with me, that inside he wanted to give me the respite, but he was just struggling with the nature of his promise.

      “How long do you think it will take for your business to be concluded?” he asked slowly, clearly still thinking about it.

      I got a little excited. This was good—we were backing away from the ultimatum.

      “Um, well, I’ve got a little bit to do. I think I might be able to make it work in a week…” I said, thinking about it myself now. “There’s a situation going on with the demons that I need at least three days for, and I made a promise to the Wylde Fae that is going to take me just a little time.”

      I didn’t mention wanting to look into the murder I’d been accused of, because I felt like it would bring the focus back to that and he would decide to take me in. I could probably get it done before I got Gria out of Nowhere, I suspected, and then I wouldn’t need to worry about needing more time.

      If he did give me this time now, I knew that he wouldn’t give me any more a second time.

      His head snapped up and to attention, though. “You made a promise?”

      “Two promises,” I corrected him. “I made a promise to a Fallen, and a promise to a Wylde Fae.”

      This seemed to really make a difference for him, which was surprising. I knew that the Fae were all about their promises, everyone knew that, but I didn’t know that it would matter that I had unfulfilled promises before I was sentenced to death.

      Would they allow me to finish up what I was working on? Oh gods, it would be so nice if I didn’t have to worry about dodging Summer Fae while I tried to get this done, since that was apparently a situation now. I had really thought I would have more time before they tracked me back to Earth, but I didn’t even get a full twenty-four hours.

      “This is significant,” he said, nodding to himself. “I cannot promise that you will be granted a full respite in order to complete your business, but I will, as you said, make a ‘judgement call’ for now. An interesting phrase…But yes, I will allow you to go for now. I will return to my commanding officers and ascertain whether or not you will be granted a full respite.”

      “Awesome!” I exclaimed before I could stop myself. “That is so great. Thank you so much.”

      “Do not thank me yet,” he warned. “I cannot say what decision they will make.”

      “No, seriously, thank you,” I said, trying to convey the seriousness of how this made me feel. “You’re giving me at least a little time to try and get it done—at minimum, as long as it takes to ask them about it—and that means that I can…I can get a little done, at the very least. I appreciate that a lot.”

      He looked thoughtful.

      Before he could say another word, though, I saw movement out of the corner of my eye yet again. What the hell was that?

      I turned to it more fully, narrowing my eyes. I had to find out what that was—it didn't make sense any more than that it would be an agent working in tandem with this Summer Fae. He would have come out by now or said something about how what we were negotiating wasn't appropriate. Surely, at least, the agent I was speaking to would have said something.

      "Do you have a buddy with you?" I asked, turning my attention back to the Fae for a moment.

      He frowned. "There is no one with me. Why do you ask?"

      "Excuse me, we have company," I said, and without another word took off for the corner where I'd seen movement.

      It wasn't too far away, and I knew I could make it before whoever it was got very far.

      I turned the corner and saw a demon waiting for me.
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      "Impendium!" I shouted, flinging one hand forward in the direction of the demon as soon as he made a move to escape. He clearly hadn't expected me to come after him, or perhaps even to see him at all. Well, that was all well and good for him, but I was here now, and I wasn't going to let him get away.

      My paralytic spell hit him full in the chest, freezing him mid-step. His expression was almost comical in his fury, but I knew I didn't have very long to enjoy it. Where there was one demon, there were always ten more waiting to sneak up on you. I couldn't allow one of them to get the drop on me, particularly when I had been looking for this exact opportunity.

      I had a demon to question, and I wasn't going to miss the opportunity. I sprinted up next to the demon and took hold of his arm, muttering a spell under my breath as quickly as I could. I felt his anger building inside of him—dangerous, because it could make him strong enough to break the paralytic spell—but continued with the chant Mal had taught me.

      There was a very good chance that this wouldn't work, that I wouldn't do it right, since I'd never done it before. Teleportation wasn't something Diego had ever mentioned wanting to teach me, and I hadn't thought to ask about it until this whole mess had blown up in my face. So, it was up to Mal to teach me as quickly as possible while I was still too weak to practice anything. Which meant that this was my first run-through with the spell.

      For a moment, it did in fact look like nothing was going to happen. I felt a small amount of panic building inside of me, but then the tingling started. It was the only indication I had that anything was happening. It started in my feet, building up through the rest of my body. I took a deep breath, trying to force myself to calm down and let it happen. This was good, as far as I could remember off the top of my head.

      Mal had tried to explain to me what would happen when the spell worked, and this tingling was part of it—the feeling that my entire body was buzzing, vibrating with energy, like someone had hooked me up to a live wire, and electricity was zinging through my body. That was what was meant to happen, assuming I wasn't completely misremembering what I was supposed to be doing.

      Then everything happened all at once. The sensation of being ripped through space, pulled from existence one moment and shoved back into it the next. It wasn't an elegant spell, that was certain. At the last second, when I felt myself being shoved back into reality, I tried to bend my knees. I didn't have knees—I didn't have a body for a moment—but I tried to bend them all the same so that the landing would be smoother.

      It didn't surprise me at all when that didn't work. I fell hard onto the concrete floor of my basement, a groan escaping my lips as I let myself simmer in the pain for just a second. That was all I could afford, all that I could give myself. I had to check on the demon.

      With a deep breath, I pushed myself to my feet and looked around. There! The demon was on the ground, apparently having been hit by the spell just as hard as I had been.

      I limped over to him, favoring the leg I had fallen on after the teleportation, and grabbed him by the back of his shirt collar. I dragged him through the small basement and threw him into the ritual circle, grunting with the effort it took to do so. I was a strong woman—I trained every day to make sure of it—but lugging a demon even a short distance isn't something I would want to do on a regular basis.

      He was still recovering, thankfully, either that or my paralytic spell was still in place. I didn't know which was the case, because I'd have thought that one spell would cancel the other one out. It didn't matter what the reason was; all that mattered was that I had the time I needed to get my safeguards in place.

      I walked around the edge of the circle I'd deposited him in, chanting as I went. The magic welled inside of me, pouring out into the air to light the fires of the circle. Energy sprang up all around him, caging him into the metal circle inlaid in the concrete floor.

      I stepped back to survey my work, a little proud of myself.

      Today hadn't looked like it was going to be a good one, but it was turning out to be surprisingly nice. I had a run-in with the Fae, and that hadn't looked too good for me at first, but then I'd been able to talk him into a short reprieve, and now I had a demon to question, which was exactly what I'd set out to do today.

      Fantastic. It was all working out.

      I allowed myself the slightly gloating thought and then turned my attention back to the demon in the circle. He still hadn't moved, which was making me think the paralytic spell was still working. Huh, I was stronger than I thought, even with the piece of my soul missing.

      With a wave of my hand and a counter-curse uttered, the spell was removed.

      Immediately, he snarled and lunged at me, which was expected. I couldn't have thought he would do anything else to his kidnapper, so I didn't jump back or startle in the last. The circle held, though the energy trapping him in flared a little when he smacked into it. It bounced him back onto his ass on the floor, and I smirked at him.

      Got what he deserved for that one, the dick.

      "What's your name?" I asked, crossing my arms over my chest.

      He glared at me.

      "I have all day," I said, and went and grabbed one of the wooden stools from over by the workbenches. It was only slightly true that I had all day. I could spend all day interrogating the demon, but it wasn't a good use of the time limit that Emily had put me under. I really wanted to get the information I needed as quickly as possible so that I could move on to telling Mal and stopping whatever rebellion was going on in hell.

      Still, he didn't answer me. I sighed and sat down in the chair I'd pulled over, getting comfortable in a very obvious fashion so that it would strike home for him that neither of us were going anywhere until he talked.

      "All right, at least tell me which Prince you serve," I said, raising my eyebrows. "You don't look like one of Malphas's men, so I'm going to assume you belong to one of his brothers."

      The demon looked surprised by that, as if he hadn't expected me to know anything about the Princes. That was odd, considering he was the one who had been stalking me, not the other way around. You would think that would mean he'd know who he was stalking, because presumably he was stalking me for a reason. But maybe he'd just seen me as a human, not the mage that had taken down demons.

      "I will not speak of my allegiance," he said, the first words he'd spoken to me.

      I took that as a win, even though he was refusing to tell me anything.

      "So, you're not one of the cooler ones, then," I said. "Asmodeus would have taught his men to be a little politer than you are. Who is it? Bael? He's a dick, and he would totally send someone to watch me and make my life hell, pun intended."

      He lifted his chin but said nothing, which was starting to get on my nerves. I needed him to talk, not glare at me.

      "It would be in your best interest to talk. If you don't start telling me something, I'm going to start hurting you," I said, my voice cold.

      I wasn't above torture when it came to demons. While I would never torture another mage, or even a Fae probably, I wouldn't have a problem doing it with a demon. It was the language they spoke, the only way they really understood what was happening around them. Without it, they didn't take anything seriously, and I needed this guy to take me seriously.

      "I get that you don't want to tell me your name, but you could at least give me a nickname to call you," I said, trying for a gentle smile to see if I could soften him up.

      No luck.

      I sighed and reached inside of myself, raising my right hand before me and clenching it into a fist.

      "Dolor," I said, allowing the magic to flow out of me and jump into the circle.

      Normally, that circle would be a place of safety. It would keep things out just as much as it kept things in. Aidan had tossed me in it when everything had gone to hell so long ago to keep me safe from everything that had been after us then.

      But I had modified it since then, allowing it to become something that would always let my magic in and out of it. If I was capturing something inside like I was now, or conjuring something into it, then I would still be able to interact with it. It gave the creatures no sense of safety, as it shouldn't, but they didn't usually know that was the case until it was already too late.

      The demon's eyes widened, and his mouth twisted into a silent scream as soon as my magic pierced the circle, and subsequently him. I watched for a moment, holding my fist tightly closed, with an odd sense of disassociation from what was happening. The spell went on for probably three minutes before I finally dropped my hand and allowed it to stop.

      He sagged back against the floor, panting for breath. I arched an eyebrow but said nothing. I wanted to give him a moment to soak up what was happening to him, to realize the situation he had put himself in when he stalked me.

      Speaking of...

      "Let's try a different line of questioning," I said. "Why were you following me today? Why were you watching me?"

      He spat venom on the floor and glared at me. "I will answer none of your questions, woman. You may as well kill me now, because that is the ultimate end for the course you have set us on."

      Inside, I recoiled at his words, though I did not allow my face to show the emotions rippling beneath the surface. While I was all right with torturing the demon, I was not someone who killed indiscriminately. I didn't just decide who lived or who died, and this demon hadn't actually done anything or confessed to anything that would warrant a death sentence. No, I was not so far gone that I would do something that cold, that monstrous.

      But I couldn't tell him that. He had to believe that I was capable of it, otherwise he wouldn't talk to me at all. That wasn't going to work for me, so I kept my mouth shut for a moment.

      "You think you're better than me, don't you?" He sneered at me, seizing on the silence that I'd so foolishly set up for him. "I can see it in your mind. You wouldn't kill me, but you know that I would kill you. You think you're better than me. You're telling yourself you are over and over again. But you aren't. You're just as bad as me, just as much of a killer."

      His words stung, stabbing into my soul like little knives, just as he had wanted. Of course, I wasn't the person he was describing. Of course, I knew that he was just trying to get under my skin. But that didn't make it any easier to ignore; it didn't make it any easier to listen to what I told myself was the reason.

      I couldn't listen to him. I couldn't let him get to me.

      “You think you’re so good?” he asked. “I’ll show you what you do to people.”

      Before I could react to his words, his body seized. I lurched to my feet on instinct but thought better of getting too close to the circle in case this was a trap.

      His body jerked and twisted, and he started foaming at the mouth as I watched in horror at the scene unfolding before me. It took me a minute to realize what was happening.

      He was killing himself.

      “No!” I shouted, rushing forward at last and hastily dropping the wards on the circle so that I could get to him. I didn’t know how he was killing himself, so I had no idea how I was going to stop him, but I knew I had to try.

      I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t try.

      At last, the wards dropped, and his body had long since dropped to the ground, although it was still twitching. But the twitching was slower now, more spaced out.

      He was dying, and I had to do something to stop it.

      I reached out and placed my hands on his chest, feeling for the life inside of him. But this wasn’t magic that I was familiar with, and it wasn’t something that I had really learned.

      I wasn’t a healer—I was a fighter. How was I supposed to heal a demon if I didn’t even really know how to heal myself? He continued twitching, and tears sprang to my eyes as I kept trying to search for the thread of life inside of him.

      There was nothing there. His body stilled, at last, and I saw the life go out of his eyes.

      I had killed him. That was the point he was trying to make—in kidnapping him and bringing him here, I had set the course for his death. He’d told me as much, although I hadn’t been paying proper attention. I’d thought he meant that I would literally kill him by my own hand. But what he’d really meant is that the decision I’d made had led to this.

      Even though I hadn’t dealt the blow, I was still responsible for his death.

      I didn’t have time to really react, though. Because the next thing I knew, I was being yanked through time and space again.

      Only this time, it wasn’t me working the spell.
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      Teleportation is awfully disorienting, as I was learning. Teleporting to my house had been one thing—very disrupting, very uncomfortable, and a little painful—but this was something else entirely. It felt like my whole body was on fire, like I was dying and being reborn all at once.

      Was this teleportation?

      It occurred to me during the painful process that something else might be going on. The demon might have cast one last spell on me before he died, done something to get revenge, or someone else entirely might be working magic on me—I had no way of knowing.

      Panic began to sink in as I swam through the void of pain I was in. There had to be a way out, somewhere for me to go, some way for me to escape. I didn’t want to be here, and I didn’t want to find out where I was going.

      But I didn’t have a choice in the matter, not really. A moment later, I was roughly deposited on the ground in a forest, I realized after I had a chance to look around. I groaned and rubbed my head, which was pounding from the trip I’d just taken, and my ass was hurting something awful from me landing on it so harshly.

      Not that I really got time to inventory my pain or figure out what was going on, because just then someone stuck their head in my face.

      I swallowed hard.

      “Iktar,” I said, giving him a weak smile. “Long time, no see.”

      He didn’t look happy at all, and I couldn’t blame him. I had disappeared when he’d sent me on a mission with strict instructions to come right back, and even more, not to take too long. He had been expecting me to return, and I just flat out hadn’t.

      So, I was back in Tir Na Nog, then. That was a little unsettling, considering I had important work I was doing back on Earth.

      Not that my work here wasn’t important, but it didn’t have the same time limit that the situation with Emily and the demons did.

      “I’m really sorry,” I rushed to say before he could start yelling at me. “I didn’t try to leave, I promise. I was running away from something, and I jumped over a bridge on accident, and the next thing I knew I was back on Earth and the bridge had disappeared.”

      “And yet you had a way of getting here the first time, so it would have been feasible for you to return immediately,” he said, his voice flat.

      I could hear the disappointment oozing out of his voice and had to fight not to hang my head in shame. I hated disappointing people. It was probably the worst thing I could think of, way worse than just getting my ass kicked or pissing someone off.

      “I was going to come back,” I said, knowing that the excuse sounded weak already. “I really was. I know how important it is to get Gria out, and I still need to clear my name with the Summer Court, so I swear that I was going to come back. But there’s a situation going on with the demons on Earth, and I needed to help my friend with it. It’s a really big deal.”

      He didn’t particularly look like he cared about that.

      “You were supposed to return straight away. You’ve been gone for several days, and you returned to Earth. This is entirely unacceptable.”

      “I know. I really do know,” I said. “I understand that this puts you in a difficult situation, but you have to believe me. I would never abandon Gria in Nowhere. She is kind and considerate and a wonderful person, and she doesn’t deserve to be there. I swear I wouldn’t leave her there.”

      He looked at me for a long, hard moment, clearly trying to decide what to do with me. I swallowed a lump in my throat, not wanting to show how nervous I was and yet not being able to hold it all inside.

      I’d said that I understood what position this put him in, but I really didn’t. As I looked around, I saw that his best men were with him, and they didn’t look happy with me, either. In fact, I’d say that one or two of them looked even more pissed off than Iktar. Were they related to Gria and blamed me for her still being in there?

      “I was still working on Gria’s situation,” I said, turning back to Iktar. “I didn’t give up on her, and I didn’t forget about her. I have a friend who knows more about other dimensions than I do, and I asked him to look into how to find out who put her in there. He can help us get her out of there. I was helping him while he was helping me.”

      That seemed to have an effect on Iktar, at least. Some of the features in his face relaxed a little, and I could tell that he was about to forgive me. I waited, holding my breath in case just one small sound would ruin the whole thing and make him punish me.

      “I can see that—”

      “No!” One of the men standing around us stepped forward, his voice raised. “You cannot forgive her for the breaking of a promise.”

      “Hey! I didn’t break my promise,” I said, immediately pissed off that he would imply I would do such a thing. I never broke my promises. “I was still working on Gria’s case while I was gone. I just didn’t come straight back to the camp. And technically, I was told to come back to the camp, but I never promised that I would do that.”

      That did not seem to help in the way that I had thought it would. The man’s face contorted in rage as he looked from me to Iktar and back again.

      “Blair Sheach, I challenge you to an honor duel. I believe that your promises are baseless and that you are an oath breaker, and I challenge you.”

      Holy shit, what did that mean?
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      “I don’t understand,” I said as we walked back to the camp.

      I walked beside Iktar while the men followed behind us, and I was trying to get as much information about the honor duel as I possibly could.

      “What do you not understand about the duel?” he asked. “It is fairly straightforward. In his eyes, you have committed a grave crime, and an honor duel cannot be ignored. It is not something that I can overrule for you; it is something you must complete.”

      “But why is that the case? If I haven’t committed the crime he thinks I have—and I am not an oath breaker, I’ve explained that already—then I shouldn’t have to fight the duel.”

      He shrugged. “It is the way that things have always been. If an honor duel is initiated, it must be completed. By winning the honor duel, you will show to everyone that your words are true and that you have committed no crimes. If you lose, it is the gods speaking through him, indicating that you were at fault.”

      This was bullshit. I couldn’t believe that I was locked into some medieval system where I had to fight to prove my innocence. This was not how rational societies were supposed to behave anymore.

      “Yeah, we used to have those back on Earth, but we evolved out of it,” I grumbled to myself.

      “You believe that the practice is backwards,” he said, though it was not a question. “I understand how it could seem that way, but you should not worry so. The gods have their eyes on your duel, and they will ensure that the proper outcome is reached.”

      “So, you believe that this is all pre-ordained?”

      “Of course it is,” he said, sounding completely certain of this. “The gods are with us in everything we do, and they have their eyes on all of it. They know what we will do next, and they know when we need their guidance.”

      I never had been much for religion, and I wasn’t keen to start now. I knew what this was. This was the stronger guy getting to decide what really happened in history. It hadn’t worked for the humans, and I didn’t think it would ultimately end up working for the Fae, either. Sooner or later, they were going to learn that this wasn’t the proper way of doing things.

      Only, I didn’t think they were going to learn that fast enough for me to get out of the tight spot I was in. Once more, I was facing a fight without my staff or Weylyn, and I really wished that I had at least one of the two. I hadn’t exactly been able to call out to anyone when I’d been ripped through space to bring me to Tir Na Nog.

      Then I felt a warmth in my pocket and remembered the stone I had put there that morning before I’d gone out to look for demons. I patted my pocket comfortingly, feeling a lot better now that I knew it was there. It was a link stone, something that would allow me to call for aid if I needed it.

      We’d used them before, and unfortunately, I couldn’t use it to link with Weylyn, but it was linked to Fred. He would know when I was in danger and would send Weylyn. If this fight took a turn for the worst, I would be okay.

      Hopefully. Hopefully, this guy wasn’t so strong that he would be able to take on me and Weylyn together. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be strong enough to take on me alone, and I wouldn’t even need the stone.

      “Are we allowed any weapons?” I asked, looking down at the wind chain on my wrist. It and the cuff were all that I had with me. They were the only portable things I had.

      I should really make more portable foci. At least, I had my two tattoos as well. On my back was a giant tattoo of dragon scales, and it was enchanted to work as a sort of shield, being able to deflect attacks that would hit me from behind.

      That was comforting.

      “Yes,” he said. “You are allowed any weapons you wish. If you do not have one, one can be provided for you. It is a practice that the one who is challenged is allowed to pick the weapons for the duel.”

      “What if I say anything goes?” I asked, musing to myself.

      I wouldn’t want to say familiars were allowed right from the beginning, because I didn’t know if he had one and I wouldn’t want to take him and his familiar on my own, but if I said that anything was fine, then I would be able to call Weylyn in if I needed him.

      Weylyn counted as a weapon, right?

      “I would not recommend that,” he said. “It is far better that you pick a weapon and stick to it.”

      “What about familiars, then? Are they allowed?” I kept my voice low as I asked the question, hoping that my challenger wouldn’t be able to hear me.

      Iktar gave me a sidelong look. “You have a familiar?”

      “Yeah. He’s back on Earth at the moment, though.”

      “So, it should not matter, then.”

      “It matters. I want to know if he has one, and if he’s allowed to call it during the fight, and if a familiar counts as a weapon.”

      “They are allowed,” he said. “They do not count as weapons, but familiars are allowed in all things. He does have a familiar, although I cannot recall what it is off the top of my head. You are not allowed to ban the use of familiars, as they are an integral part of all magical beings; it would be cruel to try and separate the two.”

      Crap, okay. So, he was allowed to call his familiar in, but I didn’t have mine. Maybe I should go ahead and ask Fred to send Weylyn.

      We were nearing the camp now, and I knew that I was running out of time. The honor duel was going to start as soon as we got to what served for their fighting grounds—a field on the other end of the camp.

      “Can I wait a minute, to call and have mine sent to me from Earth? I don’t think it’s fair that he has his and I don’t have mine, since I was brought here without time to bring my familiar.”

      He looked thoughtful for a moment. “I think that would be allowed. You are not allowed to leave, but you are allowed to arm yourself in whatever way you see fit. Will your familiar know how to get here?”

      “He knows everything I do,” I said. “He’ll get here.”

      “Then go ahead and make your call.”

      I nodded and pulled the stone out of my pocket, rubbing my thumb over the smooth surface. It was a piece of refined quartz and kind of like a worry stone in the way it had been rubbed down over time. I concentrated hard on it, thinking of Fred and how much I wanted to talk to him.

      “Miss! Is you beings okay?” Fred’s voice sounded inside my head, and at that moment it was the most beautiful thing I had ever heard.

      “I’m okay, kind of,” I said, biting my lip as I tried to decide how much to tell him. Fred was kind of dramatic and very much given to making a big deal out of the situations I got into. It wasn’t entirely fair, in my opinion, since it wasn’t like I went looking for these kinds of things. “I need you to send Weylyn to me. I’m in Tir Na Nog, and I got challenged to an honor duel, so I could really use some help.”

      “Oh no, oh no, Miss. This is not beings good at all.”

      “It’ll be fine, Fred. You just need to tell Weylyn to come find me. And if it’s possible for you to strap my staff to his back or something and send it with him, that would be amazing.”

      “Yes, Miss. I cans do that, if that is what you are wanting. But I is very worrieds about you, yes, I am.”

      “I know, Fred, but I told you I wasn’t going away for long periods of time anymore, right? Well, you just have to trust me on this one. I’m going to come back to you.”

      There was a long pause, and for a moment, I worried that the connection had failed, and I'd lost Fred. Would he still send Weylyn? 

      "Okays, Miss. I is sending Weylyn. I is goings to be very not happy's with you if you is not coming back!" His little voice was shrill at the end, and I could tell how worried he really was, but I couldn't keep myself from chuckling.

      Only Fred would threaten me with his unhappiness if something dire was to happen to me. 

      "All right, Fred. I'll see you soon," I said, hoping that I was telling the truth. If everything went according to plan, well...it would all be okay.

      

      I stood in the center of the battle field, facing my opponent. I'd since learned his name—Kyin—but it didn't really matter to me. He was just the man who stood between me and my goals, wasting my precious time. I should be looking into the demons right now, but no, this guy had to go and challenge me to an honor duel. I could not adequately express my frustration about this, but there was nothing to be done except finish the fight, and win. 

      Weylyn still had not arrived, and it was starting to make me nervous. They hadn't said anything about time limits, but I could tell that Kyin was getting antsy. It wouldn't be long before he demanded that we start the trial, I suspected. 

      Which only pissed me off more, because the Fae had his own familiar with him, and if he wasn't willing to wait for mine, then it was going to be an unfair fight. His familiar was a large snake—not terrifyingly so, it wasn't an anaconda—that wrapped around his arm and neck. It was poised and looking at me, and I got a sinister feeling from it. It wanted to hurt me. I could tell that much just by looking at it, but that wasn't surprising.

      Familiars were a part of their counterparts, really just an extension of the mind somehow mixed with another soul. We felt the same things, were always in line with one another, so if Kyin had a problem with me, then so did his familiar. 

      "We have waited long enough," he said, at last running out of patience. 

      I blew out a frustrated breath. "My familiar is not yet here."

      "This is irrelevant," he said. "You must fight the duel, whether or not your familiar arrives. You are only delaying your inevitable death, and it shows."

      My temper flared at that. I was not delaying the inevitable, and I was certainly not about to die.

      "I am just trying to make this a fair fight," I said. "Isn't it supposed to be equally matched? I got to choose the weapons so that we would be on even footing. I deserve to be on equal footing when it comes to familiars, too."

      Iktar cleared his throat, and I looked over at him. He was standing by the sidelines, waiting and watching to see what would come next. I knew that he wanted me to win this fight. If I lost, I would be executed, and he would have no way of getting Gria out of Nowhere. If I won, though, then Kyin and I would both walk away from this with only minimal damage. It wasn't a fight to the death, just a fight to guilty verdict, at which point I would either be spared or killed. 

      "Unfortunately, Blair, that is not the case. Familiars do not fall under the same category as weapons, and as such, no equality is required for them. You will have to fight without your familiar."

      My heart sank at his words. Not only did I have to fight Kyin on my own, but now I had to fight his familiar on my own as well. This wasn't fair at all. 

      I nodded, though, and shook my shoulders out. I might only have my cuff and wind chain, but I was going to give it my all. "All right, let's get on with this, then."

      Iktar took a step forward and called out a chant in a language I didn't understand. A ring of energy fire encircled Kyin and me, locking us in for our battle. Now, it was just me, him, and his familiar. 

      He stalked towards me, walking in what looked to be the beginning of a circle. I automatically started stepping to the other side to avoid allowing him to get too close to me. 

      "You can still submit," he said. "Fall on my mercy, and you may yet be spared."

      "I wouldn't trust you as far as I could throw you," I said, rolling my eyes. "If I were stupid enough to do that, you'd just have me killed. And I won't stand for a mark on my honor like this—I don't break promises, and I'm not going to let you get away with telling people I do."

      His eyes narrowed to slits when I spoke, clearly not happy with my response. Had he really expected me to give up so easily? Iktar might know who I was, but this guy sure as hell didn't. If he'd heard even the first thing about me, he would know better than that. 

      We continued to walk in a circular pattern, avoiding allowing the other to get too close, and neither of us attacked at first. I could have cut the tension with a knife, I thought, as I waited for him to make the first move. I didn't like to attack first. It left you too open to counter attacks for my liking, and I preferred taking the opportunity to learn what kind of fighter my opponent was. 

      Just then, he called out a spell in the Fae language—which was a soft, lyrical sort of language—and violet flames erupted from his extended fist. 

      "Aesir!" I blurted out the spell the moment he spoke, jerking both of my arms up to cross over one another in front of my chest. I reached for my magic as quickly as I could, yanking it out of me rather than just pulling it, and barely got my shield up in time. His fire blasted against the energy shield, and though it pushed back against me and hurt, it didn't fully touch me. 

      Aidan would have been proud if he was alive to see me now. The thought was sad—I missed my mentor so much—but it also brought a sort of pride along with it. I wanted to be the student he would have been proud of. 

      Kyin fired off spell after spell, running me ragged as I tried to block all of them. One got away from me and burned a painful path through my thigh, then in one side and out the other. 

      I gasped with pain but didn't allow myself to scream and dropped to my knees for a moment as I tried to fight for air. I'd known that he was throwing fire around, but I didn't realize what kind of fire it was. 

      Now, I suspected it was poisoned. I'd never heard of such a thing happening before, but Fae magic was always so much more advanced than anything a mortal wizard would be capable of. The burning, twisting agony in my thigh told me this wasn't normal fire. 

      It told me that everything was not going to be okay. 

      Kyin stalked towards me as I struggled to get back to my feet, forgoing his magic for a moment to slug me across the face. I spat blood out on the ground, my lip split from the force of the blow, and glared up at him.

      "Do you surrender and admit your guilt?" he asked, his face stern and uncompromising.

      "Hell no," I snarled and jerked my hand up into the air. "Courvra!"

      Ice shot forth from my fingers, and he was so wrapped up in demanding my submission that he didn't expect it in the slightest, and the ice sickles stabbed into his face. There were tons of them, far more than fingers on my hand, and he howled in pain as he stumbled back and clawed at his face. 

      "You bitch! I'm going to kill you!"

      My eyes widened as he swung at me again, recovering faster than I'd expected. I dodged the blow and rolled to the side, but he was there before I was back on my feet. He extended one hand towards me swiftly, and his familiar lunged for me.

      The last thing I noticed before my eyes closed was the unusual scent creeping off Kyin.
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      The moment of death I was expecting never arrived. Some people can face death with open eyes and a brave heart, but apparently, I wasn't one of them. When the snake lunged for me, I operated on reflex alone, jerking back and closing my eyes. I actually did a little more than jerk back—I threw myself backward so that I hit the ground, trying to get out of the snake's attack radius. 

      But the fangs didn't sink into my flesh. And then I heard a fierce, ruthless and bone-chilling growl. My eyes flicked open before I could even think about it, my breath caught in my throat.

      Weylyn was there, in all of his glory. My staff was strapped to his back, but he wasn't in his normal dog form. He was every bit of his true form now, which towered over me when I stood straight up. And he currently had Kyin’s familiar between his jaws. 

      What would you have me do with it? 

      Nothing in this world had ever sounded more beautiful than Weylyn's voice in my head just then. 

      "Stop," I said aloud so that all of the Fae watching could hear me. "Don't kill it."

      Weylyn let out a low growl, clearly displeased with the order, but he lowered his head to the ground and opened his jaws to drop the snake. It slithered rapidly to its owner, sliding up and around his leg until it had climbed back to his shoulder. Kyin did not look happy about the situation.

      "You cheat," he said, practically spitting venom with the words. 

      I climbed to my feet, dusting off my legs. Weylyn trotted quickly to my side, standing tall beside me. Kyin seemed to shrink a bit when he really took a look at Weylyn, and I smirked. 

      "I didn't cheat, Kyin. You need to stop dragging my name through the mud, or something really bad is going to happen to you. You all said I was allowed to have my familiar; you never said anything about whether or not he could join in the middle of the fight." I reached out and gave Weylyn a few quick pats. "Good boy."

      He let out a happy woof and leaned into me. At first, I thought he was just happy to see me, but then I felt his strength flooding into me, filling the weakness that I had been living with for months now. I gasped, so surprised at what it felt like to have that strength again. 

      I am here for you, always. His voice rumbled inside my head, and tears pricked at my eyes. Weylyn would always be there when I needed him. I had never trusted someone or depended on them as much as I did Weylyn. 

      "If you want to submit now, you can," I said, winking at Kyin. "I don't think this is going to end so well for you, and I could imagine you'd want to bow out now. As you can see, things still aren't so evenly matched, but I think I have the upper hand now."

      He glared at me, and instead of giving an answer, flung his hand forward and fired off spell after spell. It was easy to block him now, though, that I had Weylyn's strength. I moved quickly, side-stepping now and then to allow a spell to fly past me rather than block it, and began to return fire at long last. Shards of ice flew from my fingers, finding purchase in his body.

      For some reason, the fool couldn't seem to block properly. I didn't know what was wrong with him that this was a problem, or if he just hadn't been trained properly in his youth, but I wasn't looking to question it. 

      It only took two more blows to finish him, or at least to put him down on the ground. He knelt there, gasping for air, three shards of ice in his abdomen. For any other foe, I would have been concerned about it being fatal. But I knew the Fae and their healing abilities, and I knew that once he was free and able to tend to his wounds, he would be fine.

      "Do you submit?" I asked, projecting my voice loud and clear so that all around me could hear. I stood tall above him, looking down. 

      He glared at me for several long, quiet minutes as I waited to hear what decision he would make about this. Either he'd submit or he'd force me to keep fighting him At what point would Iktar step in and call the duel? Honestly, I would have thought he'd intervene when the damned man was about to kill me, but apparently, not. 

      "I submit," Kyin said, biting out the words from between clenched teeth. 

      As soon as he said the words, the fire energy surrounding us in the circle dissipated, and there was no longer a boundary between us and those looking on. There was a collective gasp as it fell, and I turned to see what had caught their attention.

      They were all staring at Weylyn. There was awe in some of their eyes, and pure terror in the others. 

      "What? What's wrong?" I asked, walking quickly to Weylyn to check and see if he was all right.

      Do not fret about me. I am fine.

      "Well, then what is everyone so worked up about?" I asked the group at large as I turned back to them.

      Iktar shook a little where he stood, and his voice could not hold steady when he spoke. "It is your familiar that is so startling to my people. He is...very, er, very impressive."

      "You didn't even really get to see him fight," I said, grinning. "He's much more impressive then."

      Iktar paled a little at that. "I will take your word for it."

      Wait, are they scared of you? I asked Weylyn, having to fight to stop myself from laughing. 

      Of course they are. I am a terrifying creature to everyone but you, Blair. You alone feel at ease around me.

      His words sounded like they would be sarcastic, but I could hear his tone inside my head. He was being very literal, Apparently, I was the only one who knew how kind Weylyn was on the inside. 

      If Weylyn was an extension of myself, though, did that mean that I was terrifying? I would have to look into that. At the moment, though, I was just glad to have survived the fight. 

      I walked over to Iktar. "As you can see, I've won the fight. I'm officially innocent of any wrongdoing, right?"

      "That is correct," he said, nodding. "You have been cleared of the allegations leveled against you by Kyin."

      Well, that was good. I was glad that was settled. Now, it was time to get down to business again.

      "All right, well, I was in the middle of my other job, but since I'm here I have a bit I need to do for Gria," I said, looking out at the crowd of mostly terrified Wylde Fae. "I wanted to question everyone in the camp to see what they know about her and what was going on with her."

      "Of course, you have full access to the camp. No one will take issue with you questioning them for Gria's sake. But would you not like to be healed first?" He eyed my thigh with concern in his eyes. "I think you should have that looked at."

      "Oh, right," I said. I'd kind of forgotten about my thigh, with all the adrenaline of almost dying and then finishing the fight. Now that it was on my mind again, though, I winced at the sudden shock of pain it gave me. "Yeah, I'd like to get this looked at."
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      Fae healing is kind of a weird thing and very difficult to describe. I remembered when Emily had healed me once—well, she'd postponed my injuries, to be more accurate—but this was very different from what she'd done.

      It hurt. I was glad when it was over and I could move normally again, and that the pain was gone, but Fae healing was not something I would want to put up with for the rest of my life. I think, in some cases, I would rather let an injury heal naturally rather than go through all of that. But in this particular case, speed was of the essence, and I couldn't afford to waste time limping around with poison festering in my system. 

      With it taken care of, I was on to my next mission. Questioning every single Fae in the camp. I'd already been at it for an hour but hadn't made much progress yet. 

      "And how did you know Gria?" I asked Meili, the Fae I was currently questioning. 

      We sat in her tent, at the far edge of the camp. She was a kind enough woman, although not very forthcoming with her answers. 

      "We all know one another in this camp," she said. "It is the way of life around here. We all pitch in, all help one another. There is no such thing as living as a stranger here."

      "Hm." I'd heard this before from the other Fae that I'd questioned, but I had to go through the standard routine with all of them. Had to cover all my bases and make sure that nothing contradicted someone else's answers. "What did you think of her?" 

      Her expression softened for the first time since I'd approached her. "She was a wonderful woman. I hope she's all right. I'm very worried about her. We used to weave cloth together, and it was always so nice to sit and talk with her. She had such wonderful stories to tell, and her eyes would light up with such happiness when she spoke of something she was passionate about."

      "What was she passionate about?"

      Meili glanced to the side. "She believed that there should be more equality between the courts."

      That was interesting. I hadn't heard about that before.

      "Is that a very controversial opinion?"

      "For some, yes. I don't know anyone who took issue with Gria having that stance, though. It was always just a part of who she was—a kind person who wanted others to share happiness with one another. She didn't like that we were all divided in the way that we are now."

      "So, you don't think anyone would have wanted something to happen to her because of her opinions? Those kinds of political disagreements can turn ugly pretty fast."

      "If anyone took issue with it, they did so quietly and to themselves," she said, shaking her head. "No one was vocal about disliking what she had to say. There were disagreements, of course, but nothing particularly aggressive."

      Well, that didn't help me much. I wished I knew what questions I should be asking to get the results I needed, but that was always the problem with any investigation. You never knew where to look until you were already there, and then it was all hindsight and you'd gotten yourself into a mess already.

      Or at least, that was the way it worked for me. I didn't know if other people had an easier time with it. 

      "All right, well I appreciate you taking the time to talk to me," I said, smiling at her as I stood up. "If I have any other questions, is it okay to come back?"

      "Of course," she said. "I will always do what I can to help Gria."

      Yeah, that was what I kept hearing. Apparently, Gria was much loved in the camp, although that did track with what Iktar had told me about her. And it wasn't so far-fetched a concept, considering how she'd seemed when I'd met her in Nowhere. 

      I left the tent and went to the next Fae, and then the next one, getting more of the same responses. No one had a bad thing to say about Gria. No one had heard of anyone else having a bad word about her. Everyone thought she was the sweetest, kindest woman who had ever walked the planes of Tir Na Nog. 

      What was I supposed to do with that? No one was being outright unhelpful. They were all willing to answer the questions, but their answers weren't getting me anywhere. 

      "Oh, Weylyn, I have no idea what to do here," I said to Weylyn, who was walking beside me. 

      The situation will clarify itself, given time, he said. You cannot worry overly much about the stall right now, as I believe the time for it to be resolved will come soon. I can smell it in the air, the deceit is close by.

      His words sent a chill down my spine. Sometimes, Weylyn said things I wasn't quite ready to hear. But I'd never shied away from listening even during those times, because I knew whatever he had to say was vitally important. 

      I had to keep my heart open to him, otherwise I risked falling into trouble. 

      "All right, so you think we're getting close? That would be nice, if I could believe it."

      Why do you not?

      "Because...Because it doesn't feel like we've gotten anywhere. Everyone on Iktar's suspect list has turned up clean so far, and no one here can complain about Gria. Where am I supposed to look? Who should I point the finger at? I don't know, and what's worse, I don't know anything about everything else, either."

      There must be something that we are missing. Something that is important, and yet has slipped our notice.

      Hm. That was difficult to hear—I hated going back over my work—but it wasn't bad advice. If there was something that someone had said, or something I'd seen, that was important...well, I would have hoped I'd noticed it the first time, but I owed it to Gria to go back and check. 

      "Did you hear that he just disappeared?" 

      My ears perked up at the sound of conversation just around the corner, which I normally wouldn't have eavesdropped on, but it sounded suspicious. Who disappeared? Why was it relevant?

      "I can't believe it. Right after the duel, too. He's a poor loser—I'll tell you that."

      "Shhh. Don't let anyone hear you say that. You know how everyone feels about him."

      "Hmph. He isn't so good-looking that I can just ignore such character flaws as the ones he has."

      My eyes widened as I realized who they were talking about. After the duel, Kyin had announced to the group at large that I would be questioning people, and disappeared while I was questioning them?

      Only an idiot would hear that and not be suspicious. I had to look into this. 

      "Did you hear that?" I asked, raising my eyebrows. 

      I did, indeed. We must look for him.

      "We'll check his tent first, see if he left anything there that will lead us to him." 

      Weylyn made a sound of assent, and I quickly went to Kyin’s tent. I knew who lived in each of these tents, because Iktar had given me the low down on all of it when he'd first brought me in. 

      It didn't take long to get there, and once I was inside, I immediately realized what it was that I had missed before. It clicked into place at long last. 

      Sulfur.
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      I left the camp without another word. If Iktar took issue with it, I was sure he would forgive me once he heard who I was following and why. He wanted this case solved, so he couldn't complain about the way it got solved. I didn't actually have anywhere to start with trying to find Kyin. His tent hadn't given me any indication except for one thing: the wanker was dealing with demons. He had to be related to the Fae I'd snooped on in Haxi. 

      Was he the same guy? I hadn't recognized his voice, but it was possible. I'd been listening through a wall, and while it had been magically enhanced listening, that didn't mean it was fool proof. I hadn't recognized the demon at first, either, so this seemed likely. What were the odds that two Fae were dealing with demons at the same time, when none of the Fae had ever done anything of the kind before?

      I highly doubted that they weren't related. 

      Weylyn loped along beside me as we hunted through the woods. Weylyn was a good tracker, and while I hadn't been able to find anything in the tent that could clue me in on where Kyin had gone, Weylyn had been able to pick up a very subtle scent. It was apparently difficult for him to differentiate because of the sulfur that was so strong in the tent—that damned demon had been in the camp, and I hadn't even known it—but he was doing a good job of following it so far. I deferred to his lead when he set off in a different direction, following as close behind as I could. 

      My familiar was fast, that was for certain, and I could tell that he was physically holding himself back so that I could keep up with him, and even then, he was outpacing me quite a bit. I was proud of that, though. I was good enough to have a familiar as amazing as Weylyn, and the reaction of the Fae back at the camp when they'd first seen him had driven that point home for me. There was nothing quite like seeing how amazing someone dear to you is from another's eyes. 

      Weylyn froze suddenly, and I jogged to catch up to him and stopped as well, taking in a couple of gulps of air. 

      "What is it?"

      Something is here.

      A low growl rumbled in his throat, and I could see his fur bristle as he warned me. We had company. 

      Was it the demon? Had he figured out that we were onto him? He'd tracked me in the wilds once before, and I wouldn't put it past him to do it again. But that was awfully fast for him to find that out, considering Kyin hadn't been there for me to try and threaten, and the scent of the sulfur had indicated that the demon had been gone for a while at least. 

      He couldn't have overheard us, and yet I didn't doubt Weylyn when he said that something was near us. Something unfriendly, too, considering Weylyn's reaction to the presence. 

      "What's here?" I asked. 

      I am not certain yet... Weylyn's voice trailed off, and I watched as he sniffed the air, trying to identify what it was. It made me nervous to just stand there, but I had my staff in hand again, and that made me feel a lot better. 

      I shifted my grip on it so that I was better prepared for an attack. If it was something dangerous, I needed to be at the top of my game. I was glad I had let the Fae heal me, and that I had taken strength from Weylyn to bolster me. I definitely needed it, and if there was a fight, then it would prove to be a smart move. 

      Weylyn was just shifting to the side to take in another pull of air, when everything happened at once. Three dire wolves launched themselves from the underbrush around us, two of them going straight for Weylyn, and the third focusing on me. 

      I rolled to the side immediately, bringing up the staff so that it crossed my chest horizontally, holding back the wolf by just a bit while it gnashed its teeth at me, trying to get a piece of my flesh. My heart was beating a tattoo into my ribs, pounding very fast with the sudden adrenaline.

      "Vis," I said, calling on the strength in the cuff on my arm as I shoved with all my might against the wolf. I sprang to my feet a mere second later and whipped the staff around so that it was pointed at the wolf. "Courvra."

      A torrent of ice sprayed from the end of the staff, flying straight for the wolf. But it did what only a creature of Tir Na Nog could do—it flashed out of existence just before the ice could hit it. 

      I let out a grunt of frustration and then a scream of pain as claws dug into my back and fangs sank into my shoulder. I hit the ground hard, the staff flying out of my hands. 

      Shit, shit, shit. I had to get up—fuck! The fangs tightened on my shoulder, sending pain lancing through my body. I bit back another scream and reached inside myself for my magic. The wolf seemed to sense this coming and loosened its grip for just a moment to let out a deafening roar right next to my ear. 

      I couldn't move, couldn't think, and could barely breathe in the seconds that followed that sound. There was only a ringing in my ears, and my vision went black for a moment. I gasped for air but almost couldn't draw it into my lungs. When I had a mouthful in, I desperately tried to pull in more. It wasn't enough, but I knew that I wouldn't get enough until I got this damned creature off me.

      It bit down on my shoulder again just as my mind started to clear. I howled in pain, and my vision started to dim again, but this time, not from shock. I could feel the blood dripping down my arm, and I knew that I was in a bad state. 

      "Uvista." The word was wrenched out of my lips without any knowledge of the language it was spoken in. It was a reflex, an instinctual part of me that I didn't recognize, and a violent wave of pure power rocked through me and pulsed into the world. 

      The wolf was gone from my back in the same moment, and at last I could breathe. I panted for air, drawing in desperate breath after desperate breath. I struggled to my feet and looked around. Weylyn was watching me with an odd look in his eyes, and none of the wolves were anywhere to be seen. 

      What did you just do?

      "I have no idea," I said, the words coming out between gasps for air. "It just kind of happened. I was dying, I think."

      He made a small woofing sound, the kind that usually meant he had more to think about on the topic, and came over to stand beside me. He began licking my wounds, and a tingling sensation moved through my body. It took me a moment to realize what was happening; he was healing me.

      "How are you doing that? You've never done that before."

      Tir Na Nog is a land of magic. Everyone's powers are enhanced here—this is an ability I can only share with you here.

      Huh, that was good to know. I hadn't noticed any special enhancements in my abilities here last time or this time, but I didn't really want to think about it too much.

      "Well, why didn't you do that back when the fight finished?"

      You had accepted the Fae's offer before I could intervene. It would have been rude to offer after they had. It would have implied a deficiency in their healing abilities.

      Good to know. Apparently, Weylyn knew more about the Fae than I did. I should really ask him about that more in the future. 

      "Okay, I think I'm good," I said when the tingling finally subsided. Weylyn backed up a step, and I touched my shoulder with one hand, feeling for where the wolf had bitten me. There was nothing but smooth skin there now, much to my surprise. "We need to get a move on again. I don't want Kyin to get too far away."

      Of course.

      We set off again, moving a little more slowly and carefully this time. I had no idea where the wolves had come from, if they had been sent by someone, or if we'd invaded their territory somehow, but I didn't want to run into anything like them again. That wolf had come far too close to killing me for my liking, and I'd really rather avoid a third near-death experience in one day. 

      After what felt like an eternity of hiking through the forest, I realized where we were. This was a town very close to the Fae capitol, where the murder had been committed. An idea popped into my head to do just a little bit of investigating while I was here, but I felt a nagging guilt at the idea. I had to find Kyin and get Gria out of Nowhere. Then I realized the obvious solution to the problem.

      "Weylyn, keep hunting for Kyin. Let me know the moment you find him. I'm going to go into the city and try to find out what I can about the murder at the ball."

      “I do not think that is advisable.” Weylyn did not sound in any way happy about it.

      "It'll be fine. I think I know how to do a basic glamour..." I remembered the spell Iktar had cast on me, and repeated it word for word, the language of the Fae sounding odd and interesting on my lips all at once. I looked down at myself, pleased to see my appearance slightly altered. Pulling my hair over my face for a moment, I saw that it was now a dull brown colour, and I'd already seen that I was nowhere near as skinny or muscular as I normally was. My clothes were different as well, more fitting for a human visiting Tir Na Nog. Because no matter how good my glamour was, I was never going to look or be able to act like a Fae. I just had to accept that as a fact. "See! I did it! No one will be able to tell who I am. I can do a little snooping—very discrete snooping, I promise. I won't even talk to anyone. And maybe I can find out a little more about what happened."

      Weylyn seemed to think about it for several moments, but finally, he let out a heavy sigh and nodded. "If that is what you think is necessary, then I will not stand in your way."

      I hugged him quickly. "Thanks. Let me know the second you find him, all right?"

      Yes, of course. I will see you soon.

      He turned and loped deeper into the forest, leaving me behind to make my way to the city. 

      I hoped I was doing the right thing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

        

      

    

    
      Investigating the murder was proving to be as difficult and infuriating as every other task I'd taken on lately. I had a list of suspects that I'd cobbled together in my mind back at home, and thankfully, I had a good memory, but I was getting nowhere fast. I'd promised Weylyn that I wouldn't talk to anyone, I would only snoop, and I had to be careful to follow through with that. No pretending to be a visitor and listening to gossip. Just a bunch of eavesdropping...and breaking into people's houses. 

      I knew it was a bad thing to do, and that it wasn't very good for me as far as morals went, but I also didn't see any other solution to the problem. I had to find out about the suspects, and the best way to do that was to take a look at their homes. To see who they were on the inside, to see what they hid from the rest of the world.

      Which was why I was currently working to break into one of the houses, furtively glancing over my shoulder to ensure that no one could see me. Not that there was much risk of someone seeing me from back here. I was behind in the house, and luckily enough for me, there was a stone wall surrounding the garden. It was a high wall, too, so no one could just look across their garden and see me out here. It took me a moment, but I finally got the door open and slipped inside.

      At first, it looked just like several of the other houses I had already visited. I was in the kitchen, and there was a wood-burning stove in one corner, with counters around it, a small table with chairs in the other corner, and various amounts of clutter. The floor was made of stone, but I could feel warmth beneath my feet, even through my shoes. There was some kind of heating system running under the floor, which seemed like a really cool system to me, considering it was stone. I wondered how they got it to work, and then dismissed the thought.

      I wasn't here for that kind of thinking. I had a mission to focus on, and I intended to do that. This Fae had been at the ball the night of the murder, just like the other suspects I had investigated, so he was rather well off. As I moved into the living room, I could see the evidence of that. There were beautiful pieces of art all throughout the room, and the furniture looked expensive. Or at least, it looked that way to me. I didn't actually know anything about fancy furniture. It was all kind of wasted on me; I was a girl of simple tastes. 

      For a moment, I wavered in the living room, uncertain of where to look. In the end, I decided to go through the same list I'd been checking off in the other houses. I started going through various drawers, looking for anything that might be suspicious. Correspondence linking the suspect to the murder or something of that sort. It would be nice to find a smoking gun, so to speak, but I didn't think that was going to happen. Through careful eavesdropping earlier, I'd managed to learn that the Fae who had been killed was a man, and he'd been stabbed in the back, quite literally.

      To me, this implied that whoever had killed him had been fairly close to him, in terms of relationships. You didn't stab just anyone, and you certainly didn't stab just anyone in the back. That was the kind of thing you did in anger, in the heat of the moment, not as a cool and calculated political move. I didn't know what the motive might have been, but I was fairly certain of my assumptions so far. I was sure that, given more time, I'd be able to piece more of it together.

      The trouble was in the fact that I didn't have that much time to spare. I was in a race for not only my life, with the murder, but also Gria's and...and, well, the humans of Earth. With the nonsense going on with the demons, I didn't know what was going to happen to Earth if we didn't get that taken care of fast. I was going to go back and deal with it just as soon as Weylyn caught Kyin and I was able to get him to release Gria from Nowhere. It shouldn't take too long to do that once I had hold of him again, considering I'd already beaten his ass once. He was afraid of me, with good reason, that was the only logical conclusion for him having run away as soon as the duel was over. 

      I was just rifling through another drawer when I heard footsteps behind me.

      "Who are you!" A high pitched, masculine voice sounded behind me, and I whirled around to face the speaker. 

      He was short as far as Fae went but still fairly tall by human standards and had a golden sort of coloring to his hair. It reminded me of some of the leaves in autumn, the way they turned gold as they died. 

      "Uh, hi..." I winced, shutting the drawer and taking a step towards him. "Listen, I know this is awkward—"

      "You stay right there! Don't you take another step. I'm getting the guards. I won't have a thief in my house."

      I sighed. I'd really hoped to avoid this sort of situation, and I'd been so careful thus far to make sure I was only going into the houses of the suspects that weren't at home. Somehow I'd managed to fuck this one up. But I couldn't let him go and get the guards—that would end everything for me.

      He lunged for the door, but I beat him there, thrusting my staff forward and blocking his way to the door. "Uh-uh, I don't think so. I'm sorry, but you're going to have to take a step back from the door. I can't let you get those guards, but I'm not here to hurt you."

      He lifted his chin. "And just what are you here for, mortal?"

      The way he spat the word made it sound like a slur, and I realized that it probably was, to someone like him. He thought that because he was Fae, he was somehow better than me. 

      He could tell that to my staff for all I cared.

      "I just need to ask you a few questions," I said, giving him a smile, though it didn't reach my eyes. I might as well seize on this opportunity to interrogate a suspect. It wasn't technically going against what I'd told Weylyn, as far as not talking to anyone went, because the spirit of the agreement was rather that I wouldn't seek out a conversation with anyone. This had just fallen into my lap, and I wasn't going to ignore it. 

      "Absolutely not," he said, and before I knew it, a bolt of energy flashed out of his hand and slashed into my chest. 

      I stumbled back a few paces, more surprised than hurt, and for a moment, he got to the door. I acted fast, though, aiming my staff and firing a stunning spell at him so that he couldn't get the door open.

      It was kind of a rude spell, definitely wouldn't feel good to him, but he hadn't given me much of a choice. I wasn't letting the guards take me to their prison, not after I'd gotten them to give me a reprieve. It really wouldn't look good for that guard if he'd argued in my favor and then I got caught breaking into someone's house. No, I needed to cover my tracks a little better.

      "I'm very sorry about this," I said, opening a chest by one of the windows where I'd seen a bit of rope earlier and took it out. I walked over to him and began tying him up. "I really did try to do this amicably, but you wouldn't listen. Now, we're going to have a little chat, and you're going to tell me everything I want to know."

      From the look in his eyes, he really wanted to say something, but the spell wasn't going to let him do that. Once he was tied up, I dragged him from the living room into the hall that he'd originally come from. There was a side room, I discovered, that didn't have any windows leading to the outside. No wonder I hadn't realized he was home, he'd been in a room where I hadn't been able to see him. But that worked to my favor now, as no one would be able to spy on us or overhear us. 

      I sat him down on the couch at the far side of the room, doing my best to make him comfortable. 

      "Now, I'm going to take off the paralytic spell, but I need you to understand that if you try to scream or do anything at all to me, I am going to have to hurt you. If you cooperate, everything will go well. Now, let's see if you can understand."

      I couldn't try and get him to confirm that he understood, given the nature of the spell, but I was ready to put it back on immediately if I had to. And I could at least try to teleport out of here, although I didn't know if I was strong enough to teleport in Tir Na Nog. I should ask Weylyn about that—it seemed like an important thing to know. 

      With a wave of my hand, I lifted the spell. He scowled at me immediately, but thankfully, didn't scream. So, he wasn't as stupid as he'd initially acted. That was good to know, but also made me wary. I didn't want to have to deal with him trying to be crafty, although that was probably a futile hope. The damned Fae were always getting up to some trick or the other, saying one thing to you, while somehow meaning something else entirely. It was infuriating trying to deal with the norms of their language, but I would have to do my best with him.

      I squatted on the ground in front of him, holding my staff so that it rested horizontally on my knees. 

      "All right. Are you ready to talk?"

      "It depends on what you want to talk about," he said stiffly. "I can't think of anything I would want to say to the likes of you."

      "Well, that's very rude, considering you don't actually know anything about me."

      "I know that you're the kind of person who breaks into another person’s house."

      I snorted out a laugh. "...That's fair, I'll give you that one."

      To my great surprise, a hint of a smile flitted across his face, but it was quickly replaced by a scowl. Huh, so the guy had a sense of humor, then. Maybe it wouldn't be such a pain to get the truth out of him.

      "What do you know about Galen's murder?" I asked, referring to the Fae who had been killed at the ball. "I know you were at the ball that night."

      His eyes widened. "Is that why you are here?"

      "Yep. I'm investigating his death." It sounded so official when I said it like that, as if I had been put on the case by an actual person and wasn't just doing this on my own. I used to masquerade as a private investigator, so it wasn't that foreign to me, altering my language ever so slightly so that someone would infer something else from what I said. "I need to know anything you know about it."

      He shrugged, a helpless look on his face. "I don't know anything about it! I didn't even know Galen, to tell the truth. From what I hear, he was a nice enough man. I haven't heard too much about him, though, even after all the controversy over his death."

      "Controversy?"

      "Of course. You've heard about the human woman who killed him, surely? I thought you were trying to figure out where she was. There's such a panic going on that she's walking the streets...why are you investigating, human?" 

      Heh. I'd been waiting for that to click into place for him. I grimaced. "Yes, I'm that human, and no, I didn't kill Galen. I'm trying to find out who really killed him."

      "Or you're just looking for another victim."

      "If I was, wouldn't I have killed you already?" I waved my staff back and forth. "I very easily paralyzed you a moment ago, and I could have killed you instead. Believe me when I say that it would not have been terribly difficult. I know that doesn't sound very good for you, and I'm sure you have a very high opinion of yourself, but if you heard any of the rumors about me, then you should definitely know what I'm capable of already."

      He gulped, apparently just now remembering that. Yeah, selective memory could be a bitch, and it was eating away at his confidence now. 

      "You didn't kill him?" he asked after a moment, looking a little uncertain.

      "I didn't kill him. I swear." I looked him in the eye as I said it, knowing how important promises were to the Fae, and how important they were to me. "I'm just trying to find out who the real killer is. No one else is investigating, and I don't have any idea what the motive might have been, so there's no way of knowing if everyone else is safe. You have to help me catch this guy so that you and your people can be safe."

      Something softened in his eyes as he looked at me. "You care."

      He sounded surprised, and I was confused at his surprise. "Of course I care. Why wouldn't I care?"

      "You're mortal. Why would you care what happens here?"

      That was just a confusing thing to say. "I don't see any reason why not. A life is a life, no matter what species it belongs to or where it calls home. I defend the innocent, okay? And as far as I'm concerned, you have a hell of a lot of innocents in this world. I don't want to see them get hurt."

      "I never really believed the rumors about you, you know," he said, looking thoughtful. "Everyone talks about you now and then, the great human mage who's taken on so many things and saved so many people. They talk about how much you care, but it's hard to believe when you're just hearing stories about it. It's not the same as seeing it for yourself."

      I blushed and looked down at the floor. "Oh. Well, yeah, I do care. Which is why we need to get back to the topic and stop talking about how much I care about people. It's weird and awkward."

      He laughed. "Very well. What other questions do you have? I swear to you that I have told you the truth to the best of my abilities in regard to what I know of Galen's death. I don't think I know anything that will be of use to you."

      "It might not be something as obvious as that," I said. "Is there anything you've seen that seems even slightly suspicious? Anything out of the ordinary?"

      He frowned and thought about it for a moment. "Well, there is one thing that was rather odd."

      "And..?"

      "A new neighbor moved in a few blocks down, which I realize might not sound odd to you but is very strange in this neighborhood. That just doesn't happen. No one just shows up out of nowhere, and maybe it wouldn't be so strange if he had moved here from another section of town, but as far as I can tell, the man has no real history. Nothing indicating where he came from."

      A chill ran down my spine. "Is he a Wylde Fae?"

      The man shook his head, dashing my hopes. "No, he is most certainly of the Summer Court. But I have no idea where he came from, and no one seems to know anything about him. It's all very strange."

      "Strange, indeed," I said, more to myself than to him. I stood up and began removing the rope that was restricting him. 

      "What are you doing?"

      "I'm letting you go," I said. "Isn't that obvious?"

      "Well, yes, but...why?"

      "Because I just realized that I hadn't already done it after we came to peaceful terms, and I'd really hate for you to think I'm just an asshole. Besides, I think you've1 told me what I need to know. I need to go look into that new neighbor of yours. Can you tell me where exactly he lives?"

      He gave me the address quickly and thanked me for removing the bonds and looking into the investigation. I quickly said goodbye to him and headed on my way. 

      It didn't take long for me to get to the new neighbor's house. I looked up at it for a moment with a sort of grim determination inside of me. I didn't know where this was going to take me, but I had a suspicion that I wasn't going to like it very much. For a moment there, it had seemed that this would be tied to Gria's situation, but apparently, this was a Summer Fae, which ruled that out. I didn't know what could have gone wrong with this guy, but I was sure he was related to the murder. 

      People didn't just pop up with no histories unless there was something going on with them. That much I knew for certain. 

      It wasn't hard to get into his house—and I triple-checked to make sure that he wasn't there, using my magic to feel out the house before I went inside. I wanted to check out his house before I confronted him, to make sure there wasn't anything out of the ordinary going on here. There was probably something suspicious, I thought, considering he had shown up in such an odd way. I was hoping to find something worth interrogating him over. 

      Carefully and quietly, just in case he really was home and I had somehow missed it, I slipped into his house and shut the door behind me. I began going through the drawers in the kitchen, and then the living room, hunting around for anything that might seem odd. There had to be something here—I just knew there had to be. How would I find it, though, if I didn't know what I was looking for? 

      I went into one of the spare rooms off the main corridor of the house and started rooting around in there when I tripped over something in the middle of the plush rug in the center of the room.

      "Son of a bitch," I muttered, glaring down at the ground. How rude of it to think it could trip me. At least, I hadn't fallen flat on my face. That would have been mortifying, even if no one else was here to see it happen. 

      But what was it that tripped me? I looked down at the rug but didn't see anything. I knelt to the rug and ran my hand over it. It was plush and clearly a high caliber fabric, something that must have cost quite a bit of money. This guy had a lot of that to spare, it seemed. 

      What really caught my attention, though, was the slight bump in the very middle of the rug. Something situated beneath it.

      Bingo. This was exactly what I was looking for. I stood up and kicked the rug to the side and grinned when I saw the trapdoor. The handle was clearly supposed to lie flat against the floor, but whoever had used it last hadn't closed it properly. Possibly because they were in a rush? I didn't know. All I knew was that it was suspicious and that was what I needed to investigate. 

      Things were not looking good for this guy already. 

      And then I heard a door outside the room creak open, and footsteps headed this way.
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      Without wasting a second to think about who was coming into the house, I yanked the trap door open and jumped down. All right, maybe it wasn't the most intelligent decision to make, but I didn't have time to calculate the odds. All I knew was someone was coming and I had to get the hell out of dodge if I wanted to keep snooping.

      And I had to keep at it, because I could feel it deep inside me that I was getting close to solving this case. So close I could almost taste it. 

      The footsteps overhead came closer towards the trap door, and I cursed, realizing I was going to have company very soon. Apparently, my plan was not entirely fool proof, although that wasn't entirely surprising, considering it had been thought of in the heat of the moment. I looked around the cramped basement room and saw a stack of boxes and crates in one corner. It was the best coverage the room had to offer, and I quickly darted behind it to hide. 

      A moment later I heard the trapdoor open and the sound of someone climbing down the ladder that I had absolutely ignored. That would have been convenient if I hadn't been racing to get down here before anyone saw me. 

      There was a soft grunt, and then the sound of bottles clinking around, jars being opened. The scent of frankincense filled the room, incense burning alongside it. That was strange—I didn't know they had incense in Tir Na Nog. Maybe it wasn't that abnormal, though. They had a lot of the same things we did, but still. It felt abnormal. 

      Then, the chanting began, in the language of the Fae, the one that they spoke only when doing magic. Their common tongue was enchanted for others to be able to understand it, so that they could communicate with outsiders without issues, but this was the old language. The one that came from the before times. I vaguely remembered Diego mentioning in one of my lessons that only the high nobility and royalty spoke it. 

      The odd thing was that the language sounded familiar. I guessed that it was because I'd heard it several times now in the fights I'd gotten into with other Fae. I strained to listen, trying to sound the words out in my mind, but I forgot them as quickly as I heard them. I wondered if it was the design of the language that others wouldn't be able to retain it. Was it even possible to learn the language if you weren't a Fae yourself? It was a curiosity, but not one that I should really be focusing on at the moment. 

      There was a hissing sound, and then thick smoke and the scent of sulfur filled the room. I stiffened, holding as still as was humanly possible. A demon was in the room now—there was no question about it. Was it the same demon that had dealt with Kyin? I had to find out. 

      "Jovax." The Summer Fae spoke, booming out the name of the demon as if he had a right to it, the arrogant bastard. You didn't just throw that shit around like it was your best friend's name. That was something they taught you in magic 101. Well, I guessed no one taught it to him, because he hadn't exactly had to learn how and how not to conjure demons.

      It just wasn't what Fae did. 

      "You have summoned me again, Danar?" Jovax sounded bored, which was interesting. He should be a lot more annoyed with the element of familiarity Danar had injected into the situation. "What is it this time?" 

      "Things are not going as planned. This is unacceptable. You made promises to me, and I demand that they be seen through to the end."

      "You demand?" His voice was soft, threatening. "You dare to make demands of me?"

      I could feel the tension in the air, the slight tremor that indicated Danar's fear. He knew now that he had gone too far, that he had asked too much of the demon he had foolishly summoned. 

      A part of me, one that I wasn't proud of, wanted the demon to exact vengeance for the slight Danar had dealt out. I knew it was petty, but I hated that he was just getting away with it, especially now that I was fairly certain he was behind Galen’s murder. I didn't   have confirmation of that yet, but he was brand new to the area with no history to speak of and was dealing with demons. 

      "I...no, I rescind my statement. I make no demands of you. I know that was wrong of me," Danar said, humbling himself before Jovax. It was a good move, a safe one, that might just get him out of the hairy situation he'd put himself in. "It is just that I am frustrated with the way things have played out. I had thought that they would be moving faster by now."

      "Patience, young one. All will work out, if given time."

      "Young one?" Danar's voice squeaked out at a higher octave. "I am a full thousand years old! I am not a young one to be so easily dismissed."

      There was a tense, drawn-out silence before the demon next spoke. "You have a small fraction of my many years, Fae. You would do well to remember that and respect your elders as they are due."

      Wow, that was odd. I hadn't heard his name before, and I had no idea which Prince he had pledged loyalty to, but he sounded at least somewhat important. I strained to listen just a little bit more. 

      "Did you not place your trust in me only a few moons ago? Why do you waver now?"

      Where had I heard his voice before, though? It sounded so familiar...Oh! I felt like an idiot for not putting two and two together sooner. Of course, it was so obvious now. Jovax was the very same demon that had come to see me and tell me that he was here and definitely not getting up to any sordid business, the little shit. 

      What was he doing making deals with two Fae, maybe even three? I suspected that Kyin had made a deal with him as well, considering the sulfur I had smelled in his tent, and the fact that Jovax was tied to the only other Fae I knew of working with a demon. 

      But he hadn't had a problem telling me about the Fae in Haxi. True, he hadn't told me what deal he'd made with the Fae, but he had told me that it was happening. These two he'd hidden from me entirely. Suspicion swirled inside of me. 

      Whatever he was doing with these two, it couldn't be good if he'd hidden it. 

      "I did, sir. You're correct, and I should not lose faith in you now, I know. But...it is hard, when I am seeing no progress."

      "It will come, in time. Give me a little while longer, and all will be delivered."

      "As you say."

      What would be delivered? I felt a chill run down my spine. Something very bad was happening.
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      I didn't waste any time getting back to Earth once Danar had vacated his home again and it was safe to get out. Weylyn and I had passed a bridge during our hunt to find Kyin in the forests, so I knew how to get back as quickly as I could. Of course, there was no knowing where it would spit me out back on Earth, but I had hope that it would work out. According to Raven, the bridges had something of a mental link with those who they were transporting, and typically put them where they needed to be. 

      Not always where they wanted to be, but usually where they needed to be. I took the time to reach out to Weylyn while I was still in Tir Na Nog, since we wouldn't be able to telepathically communicate if we were in two different realms, and told him to keep looking for Kyin while I handled this on Earth. 

      Because the demon problem was officially out of control, and Mal had to know about it. I was sure of what I knew now, even if Danar and Jovax hadn't come right out and said it. It wouldn't be too difficult to get a confession out of Jovax once Mal was involved. 

      The bridge spat me out a few blocks away from my house, surprisingly, and I booked it over there as fast as I could. Once there, I called Emily and asked her to get over here immediately. With that handled, I stood in my living room and gathered my energy for the next task. Normally, I would do this in the basement, but as I had to be accessible when Emily got here, I saw no reason not to do it here and now. 

      "Malphas, Malphas, Malphas," I chanted in a clear voice, filling it with my intent and power, summoning him to my home.

      It only took a moment for him to answer the call. He was there in a vibrant flash of smoke, a grin twisting his lips when he saw me. He looked tired, the areas around his eyes dark and sunken, and lines around his lips that hadn't been there before. This was wearing on him, and it wasn't going well either. 

      "I hope that you have some good news for me," he said. "Although it is always nice to see you."

      "I'm working on it, but it really depends on what you consider to be good news."

      "Whatever you have on the topic would be fantastic. I really can't set my standards too high when it comes to this."

      "All right." I blew out a short breath as I consolidated my thoughts. "So, basically, there's something wrong with your demons. They're breaking the rules, as we've seen with the others, which might indicate that they're tainted. We know that already, but I've got news on the specific thing a certain demon is doing by breaking the rules, and I don't think you're going to like it."

      He arched an eyebrow and waited in silence for me to continue.

      "You have a demon making deals with Fae," I said, blurting it out all at once. 

      He whistled, low and slow. "That shouldn't be possible."

      "Why not?"

      "The two aren't compatible, plain and simple. We are able to make deals with humans because they are of the same material as us, they are created from the same origin, although a multitude of humans are actually more like a mix of various species, but they don't know it. That is rather beside the point. Demons and Fae have nothing in common when it comes to the material of our respective creations. We can't make deals with each other."

      I didn't know what to say to that. He was saying it was practically a scientific impossibility for this to happen, and yet I had confirmation that it was going on.

      "Mal, I heard them talking to each other. They had already made a deal, and it was already sealed. The Fae was complaining about how it hadn't worked out the way he had been promised it would."

      "Of course he was," Mal said, rubbing his forehead. 

      "What does that mean?" I asked, frowning.

      "Those Fae, they're very caught up in even simple promises that demons aren't bound to—we are only bound when a deal is made, but a Fae is bound by every single thing they say. It's part of why we are inherently incompatible." Something flickered in his eyes when he said that, a sadness there I couldn't understand. "If he felt that a promise was not delivered on in the time and in the way that he was promised, it would go against everything in his nature."

      "Oh, yeah, that makes sense," I said. I knew that. I'd just forgotten, like an idiot. I turned my attention back to what was important, though. "They're making deals, Mal. It isn't good, if that's supposed to be impossible."

      "We need to find out exactly what is going on."

      Before I could say anything further, there was a knock at the door. I went to the door and quickly lowered the wards, smiling when I saw Emily, and a burst of happiness shooting through me when she smiled back at me.

      "You made it," I said, as if this wasn't business and she was just here to see me. It just made me so happy when I got to see her, that I could barely contain it. "I've got a lot to explain about all of this."

      "Well, let's get down to work, then," she said, smiling at me. She stepped into the house and gave Mal a curt nod, a thin current of tension running between the two. 

      I sighed. I wished they could just get along, and without any of the awkwardness that was between them now. There had to be a way to bring them together, as friends, but I didn't know what it was. 

      "All right, what's going on?" Emily asked. 

      I filled her in on everything I knew, all that I had just told Mal. Her face was grim by the time I finished talking. 

      "This is very troubling," she said. "But I'm not sure what it means yet. We need to know more."

      "We're going to," Mal said. "Right now. We're summoning that demon and we're going to find out everything he's been up to. If he's itching for a promotion, he's gone about it the wrong way."

      I grinned, unable to help myself. Mal was cute when he got into scary boss mode.

      "All right, let's do this," I said. 

      Together, the three of us walked down to the basement, and I readied the ritual circles with herbs and candles. I was very careful with the set-up, not wanting to skip a single step that would allow Jovax to get out. 

      I also took care when I began to chant that there was a provision preventing self-harm. I wasn't going to have another demon get out of answering my questions by killing himself, although I hadn't told anyone about that yet. 

      After a quick look at the others, once the borders of the ritual circle were in place, I cleared my throat. "Jovax, Jovax, Jovax."

      There was a minute or two of silence as we waited to see if he would appear. Unfortunately for him, with the way everything was set up, he wouldn't be able to decline the invitation. It was compulsory, and he would have to appear. There was a chance he would try to fight it, and I fully expected that, but I also expected him to drag his ass in here like he was supposed to.

      One moment he wasn't there, and then he was, appearing without any smoke or flashy entrance. I smirked. He had done the whole shebang for Danar, but apparently, it wasn't necessary to include the theatrics for me.

      At first, I think he saw only me, because his lips were twisted into an ugly snarl full of hatred, but then he took note of who else was in the room. Malphas, Prince of Princes in Hell. Jovax’s face paled, and he took an instinctive step back, no doubt thinking that distance would somehow protect him from Mal. 

      He was just lucky the magic I worked into the circle only allowed my magic to invade it while it was open. Mal wouldn't be able to touch him for now. 

      "Have you been making deals with Fae?" Mal asked, cutting straight to the point. I was a little surprised, usually people danced around the topic for a minute or two before they asked the serious questions.

      One look at Mal's face, though, told me that he wasn't in the mood to do any dancing. This whole potential demon war situation had gotten out of control, and it was really wearing for him. I felt a pang of sympathy, wishing there was something I could do to make it easier for him. Just to lighten the load a little. Even though I'd helped by finding Jovax, I still felt like all I'd done was dump more on his plate. 

      "I see no reason to deny it," Jovax said, raising his chin defiantly. "The mortal girl already knows that it's true."

      "You told me as much yourself," I said, shrugging. "You said you were angling for a promotion."

      "Yes, well, I was hoping to keep it to myself until the deals were fully settled."

      "You also said that no one was getting hurt by the deals you were making," I said, narrowing my eyes at him. "But I think you were lying."

      He made a face, mock surprise written into it. "I would never."

      "You really don't want to talk to her like that," Mal interjected, a serious frown on his face. "It will not end well for you."

      The demon paled for a moment, and then everything in his demeanor changed. I would say he was possessed, if he wasn't a demon...

      "You puny, pathetic fools," he spat, glaring at each of us in turn. "You think to cage us in this form? You think to overcome us? Your plans will come to no fruition, and we will take all that is dear to you before the end of this."

      That voice, I knew the quality of it. I knew the way his words reverted with power. I knew the way they boomed. My eyes widened when I realized why it was so familiar. It was the same voice I'd heard so many tainted demons use when I'd been curing them.

      "He's tainted," I said, looking at Emily and then Mal. "I can confirm it if you'd like, but he's definitely tainted."

      Jovax threw his head back and laughed. "You think you have some upper hand because you have discovered our presence, but remember that you did not discover it at all. We have revealed ourselves to you so that it will be more enjoyable for us when we destroy you."

      My stomach twisted at his words, and I felt sick. What did he mean? What was going to happen?

      "Your efforts have been futile, woman. You cannot hope to stem our tide, to stop our progress. We will devour all of it before you can blink an eye."

      Before I could say anything back to that, Jovax threw his head back one more time, and the thick black funnel of smoke that I recognized as the taint flowed out of his mouth, curling around his feet at the floor before it sparked as if lit on fire and burned out on the floor. Jovax slumped to the ground, either dead or unconscious.

      "Shit," I said, starting to pace the basement room. "It all makes sense now. Jovax was tainted, and that's why he went after the Fae. We already know that the taint spreads from person to person through some form of contact, even if we're not sure what that contact is. He was trying to infect Fae in Tir Na Nog so that the taint could get a foothold there. And maybe it did. I think it definitely infected two Fae, possibly a third, maybe even more than that. We'll only know how many are infected if Jovax over there wakes up and tells us how many deals he made, how many Fae he interacted with. But there was a Wylde Fae he definitely made a deal with, and I think that deal was to put Gria in Nowhere. And he definitely made a deal with Danar, a Summer Fae, and I'm pretty sure that one was to kill Galen at the Fae ball. Oh gods, I didn't realize it was all connected. Shit. How am I going to handle this? I haven't even tracked down Kyin, and now these demons need to get corralled and healed from the taint again, and I can't...Oh gods..."

      "Blair, stop, just stop for a second," Emily said, coming over and gripping my arms. "Just take a deep breath. You aren't doing any of this on your own. We're here, and this is our mess, too. We can handle the demons while you take care of the Fae."

      "How am I going to find Kyin, though?"

      Mal cocked his head to the side. "I think we're about to find that out."

      I turned to him with a frown, not sure what he meant by that, and was about to ask when I heard a familiar voice inside my head. 

      Did you miss me?

      "Oh gods, Weylyn, it is so good to hear your voice!" I could have cried I was so happy to hear from him. I raced up the stairs without waiting to say anything to either Mal or Emily. They'd figure it out in a minute here, either that or Mal would tell Emily, since he'd known Weylyn was coming before I did. 

      By the time I got to the door and got it open, Weylyn was bounding up the stairs. It was one fluid motion—me opening the door and him racing through it at once. We were always so in sync, but sometimes, whenever we had to be separated, I forgot how well we worked together. I took a moment to drop to my knees and wrap my arms around him, burying my face in his fur and just soaking up the comfort he could give me. After a moment, I stood up.

      "Come on. Mal and Emily are downstairs."

      He let out a woof and followed behind me as we went back down to the basement. "Look who's here! Mal, how did you know?"

      "I could feel the movement nearby coming through from Tir Na Nog," Mal said, shrugging. "I can teach you how to sense it, too, so that you will never be surprised by a visit from the Fae."

      "That would be awesome. I definitely want to learn how to do that, please and thank you," I said, grinning at him before I turned to Weylyn. "Did you find Kyin?"

      I did. He is currently at the Wylde Fae camp, being held for you to question him as soon as you possibly can.

      "Weylyn, you are really just so amazing. I love you so much."

      He let out a happy woof. 

      "What did he say?" Emily asked. 

      "He found Kyin and he has him all bound up for me at the camp, so I can find out what deal he made and how to undo it, so I can get Gria out of Nowhere."

      "That's great! So, you can take care of that now, then, while Mal and I handle the demons."

      I bit my lip. "I also have to handle the murder at the ball. And we should do something with him."

      Mal and Emily looked at Jovax at the same time, both of them frowning.

      "I will handle it," Mal said. "If you will dissipate the circle, he will be taken care of, and I will try to extract and pass along any helpful information that he might have for you, if I can get him to talk through the taint."

      "You don't think he's dead?"

      "No. I would have felt it if he died," he said, plain and simple. 

      I shuddered. I would hate to be able to feel every moment that one of my people died. That had to be terrible. 

      "Okay. I've got this. I can handle this. It's going to be great," I said, forcing a smile to my lips. "Let's do this."
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      I stood only a few paces away from the Summer Capitol, a cloaking spell surrounding me to keep the guards who stood outside the walls from seeing me. It was time for me to go in, confront the situation head on, and finish it once and for all, but still I hesitated. I'd thought about going to the Wylde camp first and dealing with Kyin, but in the end it looked like this was the better course of action.

      There was a very good chance the two Fae were linked together somehow, and I didn't want one to get away if I focused on the other when he was already being held captive at the camp. He wasn't going anywhere anytime soon. I didn't have to worry about that. I was sure that Gria could hold out just a little bit longer. All I needed was enough time to get into the Capitol, get to the Court and explain what had really happened, and then I'd be able to go to the camp and sort everything out there.

      I took a deep breath and squared my shoulders. There was no point in putting this off any longer than I already had. 

      Dropping the cloaking spell, I stalked towards the city gates. I wanted the guards to see me coming from far away so that it would be very obvious I was coming in willingly. But they didn't stop me when I got to the gates, didn't even look at me.

      I frowned and paused by the guards, but still, they said nothing. They only stared straight ahead, as if I wasn't even there at all. How strange. But I wasn't going to question it just yet; it only made my job easier. I needed to get as far in as I could without confrontation, otherwise I ran the risk of getting taken to the prison instead of the palace. 

      I walked right by them at last, and into the Capitol. It was just as breathtaking as it had been before, but there was something lacking in it now. The spell had been broken for me, and some of the beauty stripped away after I'd been exposed to the ugliness that went on inside the Capitol. They weren't the pretty people they presented themselves as, and they didn't care for the due process of law. 

      Still, no one seemed to notice me. Even the people in the crowd didn't take notice, and I stalked through the streets as a woman on a mission should. It was starting to creep me out that no one was looking at me, and I knew that something was wrong here. They should see me; they should react. The guards in Haxi hadn't been kind once they'd found out who I was. Why were the Capitol guards not seizing me immediately? It made no sense. 

      At long last, I reached the steps to the palace and began to ascend. There was a ripple in the air around me, and it suddenly felt like something had been stripped away from me. Suddenly, everyone was looking at me.

      "The murderer!" someone cried out, pointing straight at me.

      I froze, not wanting to give the guards any reason to attack me now that they'd taken note. It wasn't going to look very good for me, since I had just appeared out of nowhere it seemed, but I hoped that by submitting as I was now, they would be lenient with me.

      Spears were at my throat in a matter of seconds, and I swallowed a sudden lump in my throat born of fear. Maybe this plan wasn't so well thought out. Maybe I should have gotten a second opinion on it before I did all of this. 

      "I demand an audience with the Queen," I said, keeping my voice clear and steady. It wasn't easy to do with spears at my throat, but I'd had quite a bit of practice in keeping control of my voice when in life-and-death situations like this. It was something I was well versed in. 

      The head guard—easily identified by the insignia on his helmet—narrowed his eyes. "You have no rights to demand an audience."

      "I am the guest of Aelohar, an emissary of the Winter Court, and I was accused of murder and given no legal recourse. I am owed a chance to explain myself," I said. 

      I didn't know if that was true, but it sure did sound like it should be. 

      He hesitated, and then lowered his spear and gestured for the other guards to do the same. "All right. You will have your audience, but I suggest you make peace with your maker. This will not end well for a murderer like you."

      I lifted my chin and glared at him but said nothing. It would only be giving him a certain satisfaction that he didn't deserve if I allowed him to provoke me. He led me the rest of the way into the palace and to the throne room, where I saw many of the nobles of the Court that had been at the ball, all sitting on either side of the throne now. The throne itself was made of what looked to be golden leaves surrounding an elaborately carved tree stump. It was elegant and beautiful, in a natural way. 

      The Queen sat on the throne, or I assumed it was the Queen. Who else would sit on the throne? She was beautiful and almost painful to look upon. Her skin was dark, like the richest soil you ever found on Earth, and her eyes burned a deep gold colour that threatened to consume your soul. Her hair was pitch black and fell all the way down to her waist in tight, kinky curls. 

      "Who is this?" 

      Her voice boomed inside my head, sending a spike of pain through my soul. I dropped to my knees, a small gasp—the only sound I allowed myself—and gripped my head, so unprepared to hear her voice was I. It wasn't right, it wasn't...I shouldn't be hearing it, not like this...

      "Someone assist the poor girl."

      Again, her voice boomed, echoing through every inch of me, the sound of many women speaking in one voice. It was all too much, and I didn't know how to handle it. This wasn't part of the plan. I hadn't known that this was going to happen. 

      Dimly, I heard feet walking across the floor, and then a gentle hand was laid on my back. I felt energy flowing into me, bolstering me, and drew in a desperate breath of air as the pain began to subside. 

      "Hearing the Queen for the first time can be difficult if you haven't built the proper wards." It was a woman speaking, and when I looked up at her, she had a surprisingly easy-going smile on her face. Didn't she think I was a murderer? Why was she being so nice to me? It didn't make sense. "I believe your innocence. Let's hear what you have to say."

      I gave her a weak smile and stood, wavering a little when I got to my feet. 

      "You're going to want to put up a few extra wards first," she warned. "The Queen is almost assuredly going to speak again before this is over, and you're not going to want to put yourself through that all over again."

      She walked away before I could thank her, and when I looked at the Queen, she gestured for me to continue. I took a breath and spared a moment to double- and triple-check my mental wards, strengthening them where I thought they might be weak. I had no idea how the Queen had gotten inside my head that fast, but then again, she was something else altogether. The Queens of either Court were unlike any other Fae that had ever existed, just like the Crones and the Ladies were. 

      "Okay, I apologize for the time we lost just then," I said, trying to sound a little more confident than I now felt. "But what I have to say is important. I have been charged with murder, and I am not guilty. I know, there is no way you can take my word for it since I'm not one of you and I can technically lie, but I am not here just to claim innocence. I've looked into the murder that was committed here, and I believe I know who really did it."

      The Queen tilted her head to the side, and she appeared intrigued. "Go on."

      This time when she spoke, it was still loud and almost a little too much for me to bear, but bear it at least I could. It no longer drove the breath from my lungs and the strength from my legs. 

      "There is a Fae living nearby, his name is Danar, and he only recently moved into his city. He is making deals with demons. This is a crime of its own, is it not?"

      She inclined her head in the affirmative. 

      "I have reason to believe the deal he made was to kill Galen at the ball. I urge you to bring him in for questioning."

      "My liege, we cannot take the word of a mortal against one of our own," one of the nobility said. "She would say anything to clear her name."

      "But she isn't asking us to take her word for it," another said. "She is offering us a name and crime, and asking us to bring him in. He can prove his own innocence if she is, in fact, a liar. It costs us nothing but time to determine the truth here, and time is what we have in abundance."

      I grinned at that. At least the Fae acknowledged how ridiculous their time was over here. Or maybe that was bragging; I honestly couldn't tell. 

      "Very well," the Queen said. "We will summon this Danar that you speak of and hear his side of things."

      I bowed my head, prepared to wait while they did that, but all I heard was the Queen clap her hands together, and then there was a loud pop sound. My head jerked up to see what had happened, and there stood Kyin in the center of the room.

      I gaped. What was he doing here? 

      "You're not Danar," I blurted out before I could think to hold my tongue. "What are you doing here? You're supposed to be at the camp, waiting for me to come and question you."

      He glared at me furiously, his hands bound in front of his body, a gag in his mouth. Wow, the Wylde Fae didn't mess around when it came to tying people up and making sure they didn't go anywhere. Well, unless the Summer Queen summoned them, I supposed. 

      Another second passed and another pop filled the room, and then Iktar was standing not too far away from me. 

      "What is the meaning of this? Why has one of mine, a criminal awaiting sentencing, been summoned to this court?"

      "I was told he was one of mine," the Queen said. "Indeed, I would not have been able to summon one of yours. What is the meaning of this? Remove his gag and discover the truth."

      Iktar glowered at the Queen for a moment, and at first, I thought he would defy her, but he stalked over to Kyin and removed the gag. 

      "I'll tell you nothing," Kyin said, and spat on the floor. "That is what I think of the lot of you."

      "He's a dead man," I whispered, awestruck by the defiance of what he'd done. You didn't spit on just anyone's floor and expect to get away with it, much less the floor of the Queen's throne room. 

      "Indeed, that shall not be forgotten. Tell me your name, now." She snapped her fingers, and Kyin lurched in pain.

      "Kyin, it's Kyin." He managed to get the words out in-between gasps. 

      "Not Danar, then, who you have allegedly been pretending to be. Is this true?"

      "I refuse to answer."

      "And have you consorted with demons?" She snapped her fingers again, and I watched as Kyin contorted in pain once more.

      "I refuse...to...answer..."

      "If you confess to your crimes now, you will be given a swift death. If you continue the way you are now, you will die slowly and in great pain," she said, coldness in her eyes. She did not seem to feel anything at all for the man she was torturing right in front of us. 

      "I demand...trial...by combat..." He wheezed as he tried to drag air into his lungs. 

      "Not a-fucking-gain," I said, groaning and smacking my hand against my forehead. "You have got to be fucking kidding me? Have you not learned your lesson already, you absolute tosser?"

      He glared at me, for a moment just taking in deep breath after deep breath. "I have a right to face my accuser in the trial of my people. You will fight, or you will rescind your accusations."

      I turned and looked at the Queen, dumbstruck for a moment. "You can't be serious about this. He's refusing to answer your questions because he's guilty, and he doesn't want to get trapped trying to lie to you. For the sake of all the gods, this is an open-and-shut case. He used a glamour to masquerade as a Summer Fae here so he could meet with a demon, and then he made some dirty fucking deals, he got one of your people killed, he put one of Iktar's people in Nowhere, and he does not deserve to live. This is obvious. You can't just ignore it."

      "You think I am ignoring something?" she asked, raising an eyebrow. I don't know exactly what she was really saying, but I felt humbled just listening to her speak. "Fight him and win, then, if you believe in your case so strongly."

      I couldn't help it, I glared at her for a long moment, unwilling to believe this was really happening. I couldn't seriously be caught in this situation again. 

      "No weapons and no familiars," I said at long last. "I don't want a single soul to say this wasn't a fair fight."
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      The royal battle arena was something else altogether, something that I probably never could have imagined. It spanned the length of three of the throne rooms just for the center where we would battle, and there was stadium seating all around. At one end of the arena, far up above the stadium seating, was a box where I presumed the Queen would be watching from.

      No pressure, right? 

      Oh wait, this was a to-the-death battle. This one did have pressure. Yeah, I hadn't realized that when I'd agreed to it, but there wasn't an option to back out at that point. It was either fight Kyin and prove that he was who I said he was or rescind my statements and end up being convicted of the murder myself. At least with the fight, I had a chance for winning.

      My chances were better than they had been at the beginning of our last fight, I thought—I had some of Weylyn's strength inside of me, and Kyin didn't have his familiar with him—but that didn't mean we were evenly matched. His spells were strong, and I'd only started rapidly deflecting them back at the camp after Weylyn had arrived to give me strength. Without having him to constantly draw on, with only a limited supply that wouldn't regenerate within me, I was kind of in a bad position here. 

      "Are you ready, Blair?" Iktar stood beside me, looking down the way to where Kyin stood on the other side of the arena. "This will be different than your last fight. You must make sure you are prepared for it."

      "What do you mean?" I asked. "How is it different?"

      "He has a lot more to lose this time. That will make him more dangerous, especially when you consider how much he hates you now."

      "He hated me to begin with; let's not pretend he didn't. He was trying to stop me from tracking this back to Gria, and he was definitely trying to kill me then."

      "That may well be true," Iktar said, and shrugged. "I cannot say whether or not he was truly trying to kill you then, or whether he saw an opportunity to do so and decided to take it. But he will be actively trying to kill you now. You must not let your guard down, and you must not show him mercy."

      "I have to," I said quietly, hating to admit what was going to happen. "I have to show him mercy at the end."

      "Why would you do something like that?"

      "Because, my friend never did find out how to get Gria out of Nowhere. And I don't want to risk locking her in there forever. I'll just...I'll get Kyin as beaten down as I possibly can, maybe knock him out, and then let the guards take care of it. It'll be okay, don't worry about me."

      I felt him watching me, but I couldn't make myself look him in the eye. It was going to be too hard to see the pity in his eyes, the acknowledgment of my impending death. He thought it would happen if I gave Kyin mercy, but could he really fault me for wanting to save Gria?'

      "You are an amazing woman, Blair," he said at last. "I am thankful that I have met one such as you."

      I frowned. "What does that mean?"

      "It means that you should never let anyone, in this world or any other, take your heart away from you. You have a beautiful capacity to care for so many people, and I have seen it first-hand. I have never met anyone quite like you, and I don't think I ever will again. You have a duty to hold onto that love, that compassion. It is as much a part of you as everything else, and it is so very important. Don't lose it."

      I blinked away sudden tears and looked down at the ground, uncertain as to how to respond to such a touching thing. People didn't just stop and say things like that to me; it wasn't the way of things. People...random people, they aren't kind to you for no reason. They don't reach out and validate you, it wasn't...it wasn't supposed to happen like that. 

      "I don't know what to say," I said lamely, unable to find anything more suitable. 

      "That's all right. You don't have to say anything, just win this fight."

      I nodded, and he walked away to take his spot with the other spectators. 

      At last, it was just me and Kyin in the arena, squaring off with one another. He was all the way at the other end of the arena, and I could see him rubbing his wrists, probably glad to be free of the bindings that had been on him up until now. Honestly, I didn't know why we were doing this—I didn't see a reason for it. I had already beaten him once. He couldn't really think he was going to defeat me now. 

      It was pointless, but if it was what he wanted, then I guessed I had to oblige him.

      "The fight will begin at the bell," a voice boomed throughout the arena. I tensed, waiting to hear the bell that would signal the fight to the death. 

      It was a little scarier than the other fight. I would give it that much at least. 

      The bell sounded, and there was a deafening silence as pure energy rose up around the arena, trapping Kyin and me inside, just like it had when we'd fought out at the camp. Apparently, that was a normal part of these honor duels. Well, this wasn't exactly an honor duel, but it was close enough. 

      Kyin didn't waste any time with the posturing he'd been given to last time; he just charged right out of the gate. He was headed straight at me, and for a moment, I was too shocked to react. 

      When he was only a few paces away, I finally seemed to realize what was happening, and threw myself to the side. I hit the ground hard but rolled to the side and pushed myself back up to my feet as quick as I could. The damned guy was fast—that couldn't be denied. He was beside me before I could turn around, slamming a fist into my face. 

      I spat blood onto the ground in the same moment that he punched my gut, driving the air from my lungs. 

      "It's personal, then." I choked the words out with more blood, wiping it away with the back of my hand. "I figured it would be."

      "You have no idea how personal it is," he seethed, and moved to punch me again.

      But I'd gotten him to pause just long enough and blocked his next blow with my forearm.

      "Vis!" I activated the cuff in the same moment that I punched forward, slamming my fist into his nose with all the force I could muster. 

      Which is kind of a lot when you have a cuff you've been pouring excess energy into for as long as I had this one. He flew backwards and slammed into the ground several paces away with a soft thud. 

      I stalked towards him, raising one hand on my right. I reached inside myself and drew my magic up through my core, through my shoulder, down my arm, and into my hand. It flowed beautifully, not taking any time at all to get there, and it was so wonderful to feel the strength of my magic again after being without all of it for so long.

      I had to remember to ask Weylyn if this could be a regular thing.

      "Courvra," I said, and threw my hand forward. Shards of ice sprang from the palm of my hand and sliced into Kyin, who still had not climbed back to his feet. I threw another group of shards at him, but this time, a shield of energy spread through the air around him, deflecting my missiles.

      Damn, so he was back in business, then. A part of me had hoped he would just—

      I flew backward through the air without any warning and slammed into the wall of energy behind me. My vision dimmed and started to darken, my ears rang with a sound I couldn't identify, and every piece of my body hurt more than anything I had ever experienced before. 

      What...what had happened? I tried to think, but the pain was almost too much to bear. It was just, it was...

      I screamed in agony when fire seized my legs, crawling up from my feet to my thighs, burning a path of pain all the way up. I couldn't breathe. I couldn't feel anything other than pain. 

      I was going to die like this, and there was nothing I could do but feel the pain.
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      What is life, but pain? This is something everyone says to us, telling us that life is pain, and it reminds us what it really is to live. I didn't buy that bag of shit, though, because I figured anyone who said that hadn't known what it was really like to be put through untold agonies over and over and over again. They had probably lived through something terrible—and I didn't doubt it was terrible—but I figured it was only once in their life. 

      Me? I was like a cat, and I was running out of lives, but each one was more painful than the last. 

      Fire burned my legs and up to my abdomen as it kept up its slow onslaught of my body. I tried to move, but something invisible held me against the wall, like a hand that I couldn't get away from. The fire curled around me, encompassing all of my body and reminding me that I was about to die. 

      It was all that I could think about, all that existed. 

      I forced my eyes to open, battling against the pain that was trying to consume me. Dimly, I could see Kyin advancing on me, a whirlwind of flame extending from his hands and connecting to me.

      He was stronger than I was on his own, and I hadn't anticipated that. I'd gotten cocky, thinking that because I beat him when I had Weylyn, I'd be able to beat him on my own. How had he gotten this strong this fast, though?

      I didn't remember him being this strong. I remembered him being fast, but not strong. 

      Did it really matter? Was I going to spend my last moments trying to figure out how the man who'd killed me had done it? It seemed like a waste of the time, I thought dully. 

      The thought was quickly replaced by a scream of agony as more pain lanced through me, fresh fire lashing out from his hands and seizing hold of me, feeding the flames that had already claimed me. He was intent on making my death as painful as possible. 

      My vision dimmed and died. All I saw was blackness; all I felt was emptiness. I started to think it might not be so bad to let go, to let the emptiness claim me. It was better than pain, wasn't it? 

      And then it all happened at once. One moment I was pinned to the wall, twisting and screaming in agony, the next I felt something huge and violent rush through me. Words were ripped from my throat and disappeared from my mind as soon as they were spoken. My eyes opened in time to see a violet and ice-blue light pour out of me and rush through the arena. 

      It was like the wave of an ocean as it flowed, filling the arena for a moment, and then simmering down to reveal Kyin pinned to the ground like a bug. I fell to the ground, managing to land on my knees and catch myself with my palms. For a moment, I just took a few deep breaths as I felt the violent energy rushing through me, because it still hadn't stopped. 

      My throat burned so much worse than the burns on the rest of my body, which was saying something since I'd almost just been cooked alive. I forced myself to my feet and stumbled across the arena, limping badly. The wave that had filled the arena was dying now, and I could feel the energy subsiding from me. 

      I thought maybe I recognized it. It felt like what had happened all those years ago when all this had started. When Aidan had died. What did that mean? What was this energy? 

      Kyin remained on the ground by the time I got to him. He was wheezing, beaten, and bloody. All the same, I knelt and put one knee on his throat, balancing just enough so that he could breathe a little so he could talk.

      "Admit it," I croaked, my voice harsh and rasping. "Admit what you did."

      He glared silently up at me.

      "Admit it!" I screamed and slammed a fist into his face. "Admit what you did to Gria! Admit what you did to Galen! You're scum and you deserve to die, but you fucking admit what you did."

      "One's dead, and the other is on her way there," he rasped. "I am proud to say I am responsible for it."

      And then he died.
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      I stared down in shock at the lifeless body on the ground in front of me, unable to believe what I was seeing. How could he just die like that? I'd gotten the confession out of him, but how...Had I killed him? I hadn't meant to. I hadn't been trying to kill him, but now he was dead, and I had nothing to show for it. He'd confessed, but it had been quiet, and I didn't think anyone else had heard him.

      Would they still believe that I was innocent? 

      Did it matter, now that I had another soul added to my ledger? I felt sick thinking about the death count I was responsible for. How much longer could I go on like this, killing things like I didn't have a conscience? 

      I tried to get to my feet and managed it for a second, but then I fell to the ground. My vision was darkening again, and I dimly realized that the pain was coming back in a very fierce, very dangerous way. I needed something, but I didn't know what. If I wasn't careful, I'd be following Kyin into the grave. 

      With a crackling sound, the wall of energy that I'd only recently been pinned against fell away, and I saw guards striding quickly towards me, Iktar not far behind them. I was glad to see him there, because it would have sucked to die without anyone here that at least cared about me a little bit.

      And I was pretty sure I was dying right now. That's what it felt like, and part of me wanted it to be true, because the pain was so overwhelming that I didn't know how I was going to live with it. 

      "Drink this! Quickly!" Iktar shoved a water skein in my face. 

      For a moment, I had the clarity of mind to be dubious. A Fae was offering me a drink, and I knew I was supposed to be wary of this.

      Fuck it, I was dying anyway, I might as well have something that tasted good before I died. Everyone deserved a last meal, right? I grabbed for the water skein, but as it turned out, my hand didn't move to follow the order my brain had given it. I stared mutely up at Iktar. 

      "Open your mouth," he ordered me, and surprisingly I obeyed. He held the skein up to my lips and poured the liquid into my mouth. 

      The asshole had given me liquid fire, I realized a second later as I choked on it. It burned a path through my mouth and down my already sore throat, blazing fire throughout my body. And yet, a moment later, the pain was receding. Not just the pain from the liquid fire I'd just consumed, but the pain from Kyin’s fire as well. 

      He took the skein away from my lips and I gasped, choking on air as it finally hit my lungs. The pain was gone, and I could breathe again, but oh gods, it felt so good to breathe that I couldn't think about anything else for several moments. Iktar waited patiently for me to recover, smiling down at me in an almost fatherly kind of way. 

      "You did it," he said. "You defeated the traitor and survived."

      "He's dead," I said, my voice still rasping. "I failed in that. Gria's going to be trapped forever in Nowhere."

      He shook his head. "No. I tied myself to her when she first fell into the sleep so that I could monitor her. She's awake now. I can feel her presence in this world. I can feel her life."

      Relief washed over me so strongly I thought I might collapse from the weight of it. I sucked in a deep breath and nodded slowly as I absorbed the information. I hadn't failed anything, in fact. Everything was going to be okay. Mal and Emily were fixing the demons, and I had stopped the murderer and Gria's assailant in one fell swoop.

      "Holy shit," I whispered, letting that soak in.

      I'd thought that everything was over, that Gria would never be safe, that I would have to...but no, nothing bad had happened. How had that happened like that? It never worked out like that. 

      "I believe this is a good phrase, yes?" Iktar asked, his eyebrows knit together in confusion. "You should be happy."

      "I am. I'm really happy. You have no idea how happy I am."

      Before I could say anything else to express how happy I was to have fixed everything, I saw the Queen and an entourage walking behind her as she came towards me. One of them, on her left, I recognized as an ambassador to the Winter Fae. He'd been at the ball when everything had gone to shit, and I was a little surprised to see him still here. I would have thought he'd gone home after the ball was over. 

      "Congratulations, warrior," the Queen said, a gentle smile curving her dark lips. "I am pleased to see that justice has been properly served."

      "Yeah, no big deal," I said, letting out a soft chuckle. "I just almost died and everything, but it's cool. I'm glad I could help."

      She tilted her head to the side. "You are attempting to make a joke, and yet I see the truth in you. You really do mean that you are happy to have helped."

      I shifted uncomfortably on the ground, and it had nothing to do with the dirt beneath me. "I mean, yeah, of course I am. You needed help, and no one else was doing anything about it. Your guards weren't trying to solve the case, someone had to step up and handle it."

      Her eyes sparkled. "Indeed, my guards must be informed of their failure and made to correct their actions. I want you to understand that I sincerely regret the actions taken against you, and that you were put in harms’ way because of this traitor. Should you ever find yourself in a situation where you require aid, you may call upon Summer. You are welcome here any time as well."

      I blinked and my jaw dropped open quite unceremoniously. Was she really saying that she owed me one? The Queen of the Summer Fae, a woman as powerful and otherworldly as her, owed me a favor?

      "That's unnecessary," I said before I could think about it. Who turned down a favor from a fairy queen? Only an idiot, but it felt like the right thing to say. 

      "It is entirely necessary, and I will hear nothing said against it," she said, waving one elegant hand. "You are a friend of this Court, and I wish for you to understand that."

      "She's certainly proven herself to be a friend to you. I think she might be one to watch," the Winter ambassador said, winking at me.

      I jerked, confused as to what that meant. Iktar put a hand on my shoulder. 

      "I believe you have others who would be very glad to see that you are safe, no?"

      I smiled gratefully at him. "I do. I want to see Gria too, though. Make sure she's okay and adjusting to everything."

      "You are a kind woman. Go to your people first, let them know you are well and of your great victory. Gria will require some rest, and you can come and visit any time you please," he said. His eyes were warm, full of affection, and I wondered what I had done to make him care about me like this.

      It was kind of nice. 

      "All right. Thanks," I said. I couldn't wait to see Emily and Mal again.
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      Weylyn was waiting for me at the bridge on high alert. He hadn't liked letting me go to Tir Na Nog on my own, but I'd been firm about it. The whole plan had been to get into the Capitol as smoothly as possible, and a giant wolf would have made everyone far too nervous. They might have done more than hold spears at me; they might have just killed me on sight. 

      "Hey," I said, reaching out and scratching just behind one of his ears. "Good to see you, too."

      He made a soft woofing sound and pushed his head against my shoulder, seeing as he was in his full wolf form. 

      You were gone longer than I would have liked.

      "Yeah, there was a little bit of an issue with Kyin," I said, sighing. "You are never going to believe everything that happened after I got there."

      When have I ever doubted the things you tell me?

      "Fair. Let's hold off on telling the story, though. I want to see Mal and Emily, and I can tell you all the story at the same time."

      I will fetch them for you, then. We will meet you at your house, he said, and bounded off into the woods. I grinned as I watched him go—that was my familiar, my beautiful, amazing familiar. I was never going to get over how lucky I was to have him in my life. How had I ever lived without him?

      I started walking home. I had popped out on the bridge that wasn't too far away from my house—it was practically in my backyard. It wouldn't take too long to get home, which was nice since I was ready to relax for a bit.

      Everything had gotten so crazy, so fast, that I hadn't even had time to recover from my stint in hell. Now, I had this to recover from as well. 

      "It'll be really nice if the world could just not fall into crisis for about a month," I said to myself as I walked. 

      A month, that was all I needed, just a month to rest and recover, and mend things with Emily a little better. I thought that things were perhaps going to be better since the talk we'd had last, that had seemed to go really well, but I wasn't naive enough to think that would be the end of things. Relationships were hard work. That was why I'd always shied away from them in the past. 

      Not this time, not with Emily, though. She was worth all the work I could ever put into the relationship, and a thousand times more on top of that. I would do whatever was necessary, and I knew I wasn't alone in that. She would do the same for me, put in the same amount of work as me, even go beyond that. We were both committed to one another, and I appreciated more than I could say that we could work together so well. 

      My house came into view in the distance, and my heart leapt at the sight of it. It was going to be so good to be home and stay home. I wasn't going to accept a single invitation anywhere for quite a while, no matter who it came from. No Fae balls, no trips to hell, no nothing. It just wasn't going to happen, as far as I was concerned. I didn't care who it pissed off, and I wasn't ready to go through another near-death experience. 

      I was tired, I realized. Bone tired. My body sagged the closer I got to home, and I felt a pinching sensation inside of me. It was almost like the kind of cramp you get near your heart when you've been running for too long, but that wasn't quite it. It was something different, far more internal. It was...I couldn't figure out what it was. I put a hand on my chest and rubbed in small circles as I kept walking, trying to soothe whatever the ache was inside of me. It was so tight I couldn't think of what it might be that was causing this. 

      At last, though, I came to my home, and let out a sigh of relief, pushing the pinching feeling to the back of my mind. It didn't matter what kind of weird cramp I was having. All that mattered was that I was home. Emily's car was parked outside, and I saw the two of them leaning against her car while they talked, waiting for me. I grinned at the sight of them, so happy to see that they were getting along for once. They never seemed to have a nice word to say to one another.

      Except for that little exchange in hell, I remembered, stopping in my tracks. Was that what they were talking about now? Were they flirting? I hesitated, unsure as to whether or not I should keep walking and interrupt whatever might be going on over there. 

      How did I feel about it if they were flirting? I didn't know. I hadn't had any time to think about it, to tell the truth. 

      Before I could think about it any further, though, Emily turned around and caught sight of me. Her whole face lit up like the rising sun, and she started running towards me. Relief poured through me at that, at the sincere love that I saw in her eyes, the complete and total acceptance waiting there for me. I closed the distance between us and wrapped my arms around her, pulling her close. 

      "I'm so glad you're okay," she whispered, holding me tight. "I was worried."

      "What? Why?" I asked her, sarcastically. "It's not like I ever put myself in dangerous situations. That would be ridiculous."

      "Stop that. I'm serious. You took a while to come back, and I wasn't sure what had happened and, just, it was scary."

      "I am sure that the time flux in Tir Na Nog contributed to her prolonged absence," Mal said, coming up beside us. "I am glad to see that you're alive and well, Blair."

      I grinned at him. "Why are you being so formal. Get over here."

      Emily stepped back, and I reached out to hug Mal. For a moment, he seemed to think about it, and then he came forward and wrapped his arms around me, one hand resting on top of my head. 

      "I won't lie, you gave me quite the scare, too," he whispered. "But I never stopped believing in you."

      It felt good to hear him say that, and I held onto him for maybe a moment longer than I needed to, and then stepped back. 

      "So, how did it go with the demons?" I asked. "Everything’s okay there?"

      Emily and Mal exchanged a look. 

      "It is contained for the moment," Mal said. "There is still a threat, but it is contained, at least, and I should be able to squelch the hold-outs."

      "Oh, okay," I said, nodding. "Well, that's good, right?"

      "Yes. War appears to be avoided as of right now."

      "Phew!" I grinned. "So why the weird look, then? You didn't look so happy when you said that?"

      He opened his mouth, and I'm pretty sure words came out, but suddenly I couldn't hear anything. The world went silent except for a roaring sound in my ears, and the pinching sensation inside of me turned into a tight pain that I couldn't ignore. 

      My soul, it's my soul hurting.

      It was the last thing I thought before I passed out.
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      My mind swirled in darkness, without a foothold to try and latch onto. There was nothing around me, and yet everything at the same time. It felt as if I was in a realm of possibility, of what could be. I was confused, disoriented, and in pain. My soul ached fiercely, demanding all of my attention so that I couldn't try and figure out where I was. 

      What was happening? Why did my soul hurt like this? 

      It hurt so bad that I wanted to scream, wanted to cry and punch something, wanted to lash out in some way so that the pain wasn't just inside of me. But there was nothing—there was nothing for me to hit, and I wasn't there to scream. I was nothing and there was nothing around me.

      Then light existed all at once, flickering into life. It was bright and blinding, and though I had no eyes, I still tried to close them reflexively. A moment passed and the light dimmed, settling into shapes and colors that soon began to define themselves. 

      A floor solidified beneath me, and I dropped onto it with an audible thud. Pain lanced up my leg from the way I'd fallen on it, and I sucked in a deep breath as the sudden change from being nothing to existing once more rocked through me. This was not something anyone should ever live through. I looked down at the floor I was lying on—black marble with white swirls fading in and out of it—and wondered where I was. 

      The pain in my soul was still too much for me to think coherently through. Every breath that I took was pain, and I could barely keep myself going. 

      Then it was as if a sixth sense kicked in, and I jerked my head up to see what I had been ignoring.

      Bael stood in the corner of the newly defined room, a smirk on his lips as he pushed off the wall and advanced towards me.
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